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One
Ivy had known the printer was jammed before she made it to the copy room, the telltale beeping an unwelcome addition to the Christmas songs playing in her headphones. Sure enough, the output tray was packed with sheets of pale blue paper and one of them had evidently gone rogue inside the machine.
She pulled her headphones off, hit the printer’s screen to inform it someone was here to save it, and opened the door to see its inner workings. Even without the screen telling her exactly where to find the jam, it would have been easy to locate, a backlog of blue papers trapped around a pair of rollers.
Despite the hour, as she firmly but gently pulled the papers free of the machine, one of her colleagues came in behind her.
“What’s the point of coming in before seven to do printing if it’s jammed at this time too?” Jacob asked her.
“Ah, Mr. Adebayo, you know I’m always here at this time. But from the looks of this, it’s the flyers to go home with the kids about the winter concert. This isn’t a daily battle,” she replied, handing him one of the scraps she’d freed from the machine.
He snorted. “Half of the families are helping out with sets and refreshments and all that. I’m not sure they need a flyer to know when it is. If they show up three days late with snacks, nobody will even be here.”
Ivy pulled the last of the paper free and clicked the cover shut, hearing the machine instantly start up again. She turned to frown at Jacob. “What’s up with you this morning, grumpy?”
He rolled his eyes. “Nothing. I just finished another book on the drive in and it did not have the ending I wanted. It’s throwing my whole day off already.”
She lit up. “Oh, interesting. What was the book?”
“Just some Christmas murder mystery thing.”
“Christmas murder mystery? Sounds a bit mixed energy to me.”
He laughed, leaning against the prep table in the corner. “Of course it does, Mrs. Christmas. You only read Christmas romance.”
“I don’t only read Christmas romance. I read romances set across the whole year, thank you very much.”
Jacob smirked. “You should try poisoned turkey over Christmas dinner sometime.”
“No, thanks. Firstly, I’m a vegetarian. Secondly, remind me never to take food from you.”
“I didn’t mean literally, you goof.” He balled up a small piece of abandoned paper and threw it at Ivy. She expertly batted it away, sending it straight into the trash
“Well,” she said, “literally or figuratively, I think I’ll stick with Romance, thanks.”
As he moved to pull the massive pile of flyers off the printer, Ivy pulled up the print queue for an estimate of how long the job had left. They were going to be here a while.
“So,” Jacob said, leaning against the table again, “tell me what you’re reading right now?”
Ivy clasped her hands together. “Oh my gosh. Winter Kisses. It’s the cutest story. It’s about a woman who goes away for Christmas to escape her terrible family, but while she’s there, she has an accident and gets put on bed rest. To help her out, one of the members of staff comes in to bring her food and stuff. Obviously, they fall in love. It’s an Ivy Winters one, so you know it’s super adorable.”
“I swear you only read her stuff because you share a name. It’s probably not even her real name. Like, whose parents are so on the nose that they name their child Ivy Winters?”
She leaned her elbows on the table, staring dreamily into the distance. “I think it’s perfect. I’d love my last name to be Winters. Can you imagine?”
Jacob studied her for a second. “Actually, yes, I can imagine that. If anyone could pull it off, it would be you.”
Ivy hummed. “Maybe I’ll marry her and then we’ll both be Ivy Winters and we’ll live in an adorable little cottage that’s always cozy like it’s the holiday season forever.”
“Uh, I don’t know if even Ivy Winters likes the holidays as much as you do. But didn’t you say you followed her on Twitter? Just slide into her DMs. Got to be worth shooting your shot if you’re this into her.”
She frowned. “We’ve interacted a couple of times, but I don’t think I know her well enough to slide into her DMs.”
“What kind of gay are you? You can slide with someone you’ve never met before. I didn’t know Paulo when he slid into my DMs, but look how well that turned out.”
“You two are adorable but, with all due respect, neither of you is a best-selling author of lesbian fiction. Sliding into your DMs is a little different.”
“She’s still just a person, Ivy. Maybe she’s just waiting for someone with the same name to show up so she can be part of Ivy Winters Squared: The Holiday Edition.”
“Ah, that would so be our ship name. We could put it on our wedding invites and everything.”
“Easy there, speedy. Got to slide into those DMs before you can order the wedding invites. But Paulo and I better be on the list. I’ve always wanted to go to a Christmas wedding.”
“What makes you think it would be a Christmas wedding?”
He shot her a deadpan look. “It’s you, Ivy.”
She shrugged. He had a point.


∞∞∞
 
Ivy laid out the last of her work packets for the day on the students’ desks as the first of them began arriving for the day. They burst through the hanging curtain of snowflakes the class had made, full of questions and stories from their weekends.
As she stood hearing about Hector’s cats, Huevo and Queso, someone ran into the room and collided with her legs. She glanced down briefly, checking who it was, before reaching to steady five-year-old Story Gunderson, who was positively bouncing.
When Hector ran off to hang up his coat, Ivy turned to Story with a big smile. “Good morning, Story. Thank you for waiting until Hector had finished speaking.”
“Of course, Ms. Stringer. Good morning. I’m so excited today,” Story said at rapid speed before gasping a huge breath.
“Is that right?” Ivy asked, still smiling, but carefully monitoring Story for signs that she might hyperventilate. “Would you like to tell me why?”
Story nodded with the kind of vigor Ivy knew would make her dizzy. “My auntie arrives today. We haven’t seen her in months and months and months, but she’s coming home today for the rest of Christmas and New Year. My whole family is so excited. We put up so many Christmas decorations and I made a huge banner to welcome her. Well, my mommy helped, but I drewed it all.”
“You drew it all?” Ivy said with a smile. “That’s so exciting. I’m sure your aunt will love it.”
Story bounced on the balls of her feet. “I hope so. I drew all of my favorite things, including Kit. She’s got blonde hair and always wears it up on top of her head. Mommy says it looks just like her.”
“I’m sure she’ll love it.”
“Yes,” Story said, drawing out the sound and twirling around in excitement before running off in the same direction Hector had gone.
“Indoor movement speeds, please,” Ivy called after her, but several of the early arrivals were zooming around the room and it was for them too.
The holidays were such a magical time, it was only to be expected that the children would be excitable. Even Ivy might have been tempted to zoom around if she could get away with it. She really did love Christmas.
“Sorry about her,” an adult voice said from behind Ivy. She turned to find Story’s mom, Isabelle, standing behind her. “She’s been bouncing around all weekend. She misses Kit.”
Ivy grinned. “It’s really okay. The holidays are exciting for a lot of us, especially those who have family coming to stay. I’m just happy she’s happy.”
“Thank you.” She paused, glancing around the room. “The, uh, other reason I needed to call in to see you this morning, is because I’m wondering if Kit could take over my role in helping with sets?”
“Oh.” Ivy didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t a problem, but it kind of depended on Kit being willing to help out with her niece’s school’s winter production.
“I promise she’s good. She was always the arty, creative type. You know she’s a writer, right?”
“Yeah, Story’s mentioned it a couple of times.” Every time they had storytime, actually. It was adorable.
Isabelle laughed. “Yeah, big family of readers, I guess.”
Ivy nodded as another set of children whizzed by them and she called to ask them to use indoor speed, suppressing a laugh when they all whipped to a stop in an almost cartoonish way.
Behind Isabelle, a short line of guardians had formed, most of them holding presents for the gift drive the school was doing. Ivy knew she needed to wrap up with Isabelle quickly if she wanted any chance to get through the rest of the adults before class started.
“Well,” she said, “it’s fine with me if Kit’s up for it and free.”
She laughed. “She’s a writer and has no kids. She’s plenty free.”
It didn’t sound malicious, but it wasn’t the most helpful comment. Ivy herself didn’t have kids, but jobs and other life stuff could be plenty draining. However, she didn’t have the time or the inclination to get into an argument with one of her students’ parents about that.
Instead, she smiled, nodded, and said, “Great, we’ll see her on Wednesday evening then.”
“Oh, amazing. You’re the best,” Isabelle said, smiling widely. “I’m sure you two are going to get along like a house on fire.”
Ivy was optimistic. She’d heard from Story that Kit wrote mostly lesbian fiction, more than once she’d wondered whether she’d read some of Kit’s work. There were a few Katherines—which she knew was Kit’s full name—she’d read. None matched Story’s last name, but that didn’t mean anything, Kit could easily have a different last name, or use one for anonymity.
Plus, if Kit was even half as eager as Isabelle had been in the meetings, Ivy was certain they’d be just fine.




Two
Kit watched the light swirls of snow drift by the window of her train carriage. The closer she got to Beaumont, the more snow there was. Having missed Christmas here last year, she was looking forward to a white Christmas, and some cozy writing time in the mountains.
Her latest release, another cute Christmas romance had released just last week and was already getting great reviews, but, such as was writing, she was already working on a super romantic, ski-lodge-based story for release around Valentine’s day. Beaumont would give her exactly the kinds of mountain town vibes she needed. And she was sure someone in the area could give her pointers about skiing if she needed any for the book. Kit might have grown up in the mountains, but she’d never actually learned to ski herself.
The train pulled into the picturesque station and Kit joined the handful of other passengers who were waiting to disembark. The stuffed rucksack on her back threatened to tip her over as the train lurched to a stop.
She stepped onto the platform, her waterproof Chelsea boots crunching on the salt they’d put down to prevent the station from becoming an icy disaster zone. Beaumont wasn’t even one of the bigger tourist towns in the area, given that you had to travel to get to the ski resorts, but it was picture perfect and that meant traffic.
The lampposts were wrapped in twinkling garlands, the homes visible from the platform beautifully decorated and dusted with snow. It was a winter wonderland so perfect Kit wasn’t sure she’d ever lived up to it in her books.
The tiny crowd moved towards the old stone station and she went along with them, passing through the turnstile and into the warm, cozy interior of Beaumont Station. A giant tree stood in one corner, bedecked in red and gold, while a large menorah stood in the opposite corner.
And running towards her at full speed was her niece, Story.
“Aunt Kit,” she squealed as she catapulted herself into the air, completely confident in Kit’s ability to catch her, despite the giant bag strapped to her back.
The pair were still a little wobbly as Kit held her niece tightly to her chest, her face buried in the wild blonde curls, when Isabelle joined them, wrapping a steadying arm around Kit and joining the hug.
“Long time no see,” Isabelle laughed.
“It’s only been a few months,” Kit replied, looking up.
“Aunt Kit, a few months is too long,” Story pouted, her little lip sticking out.
“You’re right,” Kit said, chastened. “I will endeavor to see you more frequently next year.”
“You better,” Isabelle said, narrowing her eyes. “You’ll have a whole crew of Gunderson women hunting you down if you don’t.”
Kit lowered Story back to the ground before looking between them both. “Consider me fully warned.”
The pair looked at her with identical glares. One of her favorite things about having a niece was seeing which mannerisms Story inherited from their family. Everything about the critical look on her face was a carbon copy of her mother, which, in turn, was a carbon copy of their own mother.
Kit made a mental note to never annoy all three of them at the same time.
“Okay,” Story said eventually, dropping the look and surging forward to wrap herself around Kit’s waist.
“Yeah? We convinced she understands?” Isabelle asked her daughter.
“Yep.”
“Okay then. Let’s get this show on the road.”
Isabelle led them out of the station, Story reaching up to hold Kit’s hand as they walked.
Given that a train had just arrived, there was a decent amount of traffic heading out of the station, but it was nothing compared to what Kit was used to. She also wasn’t the one driving, which she was thankful for given that she’d been up and in transit for over twelve hours and was ready to crash straight into bed.
“Mom’s got dinner on,” Isabelle told her as they climbed into her Jeep, causing Kit to wonder whether Isabelle could read her mind. It seemed to be a skill the Gunderson women picked up when they became mothers. “Casserole.”
Even with as tired as she was, as Kit sank back into the passenger seat, Story talking a mile a minute in the back seat, the idea of her mom’s casserole, fresh bread, warm drinks, and a table full of Gunderson women sounded perfect.
“Aunt Kit,” Story said, causing Kit to turn in her seat as Isabelle joined the line of cars waiting to exit the station, “are you going to sleep in my room? I have bunk beds.”
“Do you?” Kit asked as Isabelle laughed.
“No, baby,” she said. “Aunt Kit’s going to sleep in the guest room, remember? You helped Grammy get it ready yesterday.”
“Oh. Right.” The tiniest hint of a frown overtook Story’s pale face and Kit was almost tempted by the child’s bunk bed. “Here.” She handed Kit a stuffed bunny.
“Oh, lovely,” Kit replied, taking it carefully. “Does bunny have a name?”
“Mr. Whiskers the Third.”
“The third? Wow.”
Isabelle shot her a look but didn’t say anything. Kit knew this kind of thing was just a regular part of life for Isabelle and their mom; they got to see Story every day, watch her grow and learn and become whoever she chose to become. Whenever Kit was home, she was mindful to soak in as much of Story as she could. She didn’t want to look back in twenty years and not know all of the things her niece had been.
“Yes,” Story said, lining up a collection of other stuffed toys on the seat beside her booster seat. “Mr. Whiskers the First died when Mrs. Kanterova was looking after her sister’s dog and he got free. Mr. Whiskers the Second is at home and Mr. Whiskers the Third is here. The other two Mr. Whiskerses are cats.”
Kit studied her confused little face as she mentally debated where to end the word ‘Whiskerses.’ “Well, I love Mr. Whiskers the bunny.”
“You have good taste,” she replied matter of factly and Kit fought the urge to laugh. “There’s a Rudolph on your bed too. Grammy said I could put it there for you.”
Kit smiled. “That’s very kind of you, Story. Thank you.”
She finally looked up from all of her animals, a massive grin lighting her face. She looked a lot like Isabelle like that too. “You’re welcome.”
“Well, now that you’ve met Mr. Whiskers and the rest of the crew,” Isabelle said, gesturing to the back of the car, “I have some news.”
Kit looked from the back of the car to her sister, no clue what to expect. “Okay. Shoot.”
“I’ve been helping out with the winter production at Story’s school. You know sets and stuff. Just some painting and assembling, that kind of thing.”
Kit hummed, working hard to keep her face straight. She knew where this was going. “I see. Well, that must be really lovely for you.”
Isabelle shot her a look as if she knew exactly what Kit was doing. “I kind of… volunteered you to take my place with Story’s teacher.”
She smirked. “I’m sure you did. You know manners would dictate that you ask me first?”
“I am aware…”
“But?”
“But… you know. You’re free, right? It’s not a huge time commitment, I know you want to see the production, I’ve been slammed at work, and, uh… I decided it was time for another little one.”
Kit felt her mouth and eyes go wide. When Isabelle had decided to go through artificial insemination from a sperm donor five years ago and had Story, she’d always said she would do it again but, as the years wore on, Kit had begun to wonder whether Isabelle had changed her mind. Hearing that it was time, filled her with joy and awe for her sister—never one interested in having a relationship, but very interested in having children and doing it her way. Kit was so proud of her.
With no idea how much Story knew, and with her sister driving and no desire to crash, Kit refrained from screaming and jumping around in excitement as she had when Isabelle had first told her about Story. Instead, she reached over to squeeze her sister’s arm where it reached towards the steering wheel before briefly resting her forehead against Isabelle’s shoulder.
“Proud of you, Belles,” she whispered as she pulled back. “And so, so happy for you.”
“Thank you,” Isabelle beamed. “A couple of people at work have been weird about them both. It’s good to know the people I actually care about are behind me.”
Kit frowned. “Absolutely behind you. So behind you that I’ll happily follow you around the office and punch anyone who gives you trouble.”
“Aunt Kit,” Story scolded, “you should never hit people.”
Kit and Isabelle both laughed as Kit turned around.
“She knows, baby,” Isabelle said, glancing into the rearview mirror. “She’s only joking. Kit’s never hit anyone in her life. Nor would she.”
Had it just been the two of them, Kit might argue that she was more than capable of hitting someone, even if they both knew she never would, but that didn’t seem wise in front of an impressionable five-year-old, so she simply nodded in agreement.
“That’s good,” Story said. “Hitting is not nice.”
“It is not,” Kit agreed, watching her niece and filled with wonder at getting to watch her be a big sister in the future. She was going to do a wonderful job.
She turned back to Isabelle. “So, you going to tell me what I need to know to become a temporary set designer?”
Isabelle laughed. “You’ll do it?”
“Of course I will. Just as you knew I would when you volunteered me. But, be warned, I’m not as used to being around kiddos as you are.”
“That’s okay. There’s not any contact with them. You’ll go in on Wednesday evening, they’ll give you a specific task and instructions, you’ll work with other family members, and they get you free pizza and hot drinks.”
“Sounds great. I love being a writer, but if I want work pizza and stuff, I have to buy it for myself. It’ll be fun remembering what corporate lunches are like.”
“You’re such a weirdo.”
“And you’re not?”
She thought for a moment before tilting her head. “Fair enough. Thanks, though. I owe you one.”
“You owe me about twenty from all the times I bailed you out of stuff as a kid, but I haven’t come cashing those in, so I think you’re safe.”
“Hey,” Isabelle chastised, jerking her head towards the back of the car. “I was an angel of a child.”
Kit shot her a look. “Oh, of course. Absolute gem.”
“I was.”
“Sure. Of course.”
Isabelle met her eye as they pulled into the driveway and they both laughed, grateful that Story was too busy with her stuffed animals to ask too many questions.




Three
Ivy walked from her classroom to the main hall where, ostensibly, she should have been seven minutes ago.
She wasn’t very late and it was hours after the end of school, so how strict was the schedule anyway? Everyone who was attending the prep meeting was an adult, it wasn’t as though she’d left children unattended. Plus, the starts of the previous meetings had been fairly casual. It would be fine. So long as she said she’d been doing some kind of important prep for tomorrow, and resolutely did not mention that she was actually late because she was reading Ivy Winters’ latest book again and got so wrapped up in the story that she lost track of time.
She rounded a corner, passing the main office—all but abandoned at this hour, but with its curtain of fairy lights still twinkling away. Schools were an odd place to be after hours, even as an adult. They maintained that eerie you shouldn’t be here feeling of a bad horror movie and walking the halls made you feel like you were twelve years old and about to be locked in overnight.
As she rounded another corner, light streaming from the hall cut through the dark corridor and, the closer she got, the more voices filled the silence. It was a good sign, both that she wasn’t twelve and that the meeting hadn’t yet started.
“Ah, Ivy,” Rosie, one of the paraprofessionals, called as she stepped into the hall, attempting to look like she was arriving precisely when she had planned.
Ivy turned her head to smile at Rosie as she continued walking forwards. However, she barely registered Rosie in her cute red sweater dress before everything was off.
She collided with something hard and solid, and oddly warm, and was suddenly seeing Rosie from a completely different angle as she fell to the floor.
The cold, smooth surface was uncomfortable and Ivy was certain she was going to have at least one bruise in the morning, but through the humiliation of having walked in late and fallen down in front of so many people, she couldn’t quite register how much her body was hurting.
As people squealed and rushed over to help, Ivy’s gaze caught on a pair of wide eyes looking mortified for her. The face was new and didn’t look an awful lot like Isabelle Gunderson, but those wide eyes were absolutely Story’s, so it must have been Kit.
Who wrote lesfic.
Who Ivy might be a fan of.
Who she had just mortally humiliated herself in front of.
Great.
Kit joined the crowd rushing over to Ivy and Jacob, who she realized as they helped her up was the solid thing she’d run into. The floor around them had pizza boxes scattered across it and Jacob was holding the ones he’d managed to clutch close to his chest during the fall.
“Jesus, Ivy,” he said amidst the chorus of concerned questions around them. “Remind me never to play contact sports with you.”
“I don’t play sports,” she said. It was the only thing she could think to say as they were pulled to their feet and dusted off. She looked over at Jacob. “Are you okay? I’m so sorry.”
He laughed. “I’m sure I’ll have a bruised butt tomorrow, but it will take more than an elementary teacher who doesn’t play sports to take me out.”
She glared at him. “Hey, I do yoga.”
“And yet it taught you no coordination?”
“Hilarious, dude.” She moved to look him over as those around them collected the pizzas and fussed over them. As someone took the pizzas he held, she pulled him into a hug. “I really am sorry.”
He laughed again. “I know. It’s okay. Great ice breaker for the night, I guess.”
She rolled her eyes even though he couldn’t see her. “Sure. I’ll remember to do that every time then, shall I?”
“I’d really rather you didn’t. My poor butt can only take so much.”
Were they alone, Ivy might have made a joke. One look around the still-concerned faces told her it absolutely was not the time.
She sighed and let Jacob go, looking over his face to confirm he was okay, and, after one more round of assuring everyone they were good, people began to disperse and Ivy could mostly pretend none of that happened.
Mostly, except for the way Kit was watching her.
As if falling and knocking Jacob over hadn’t been bad enough, it was in front of a writer in a genre she loved, and said writer wouldn’t stop looking at her and was also ridiculously pretty. Blonde hair piled on top of her head in the kind of casually chic top knot Ivy could never achieve, cute sweater and jeans that were somehow both sleek and relaxed, and, really, why was someone so attractive watching her like that?
“Well, that was wild, huh?” Rosie said, literally jumping into Ivy’s vision and forcing a break in the intense eye contact she had going with Kit. Ivy wasn’t sad about the interruption.
“Oh, I know.” She covered her face with her hands. “Trust me to be too busy saying hello to notice Jacob walking towards me with a tower of pizza.”
Rosie laughed sympathetically, rubbing Ivy’s arm, and Ivy absolutely did not register the way Kit tilted her head as she watched them.
“Well, the good news,” Rosie said, “is that neither of you got injured and the pizzas are all fine.”
“So true. Imagine if I’d crashed into him while he was carrying the hot chocolate. Nightmare.”
“Oh my god.” Rosie shot her a horrified look. “Yeah, let’s watch where we’re going.”
Ivy smiled and let Rosie lead her over to the gathering that Robin, the production’s coordinator, was about to address. She was grateful for the way Rosie made her feel like it could have happened to anyone, and that they all needed to be on the lookout, rather than simply pointing out that Ivy was a clumsy fool.
As they stood there, listening to Robin, Rosie’s arm still looped through Ivy’s, she looked around the hall. Tables were laid out with paints and set pieces, a couple with papier-mâché stations set up, aprons to protect clothing all slung over a chair on one side of the room. It was the ultimate crafter’s setup, and Ivy had every faith in the group to make the set look stunning.
Productions at Apple Grove Elementary School weren’t usually quite so complicated. This year, however, they were the hosts. They were part of a four-school collaborative that put on joint winter productions—them, one middle school, and two high schools. The idea was that many families had children at different schools and would otherwise be stuck with up to three nights at school productions, or, if the scheduling worked out poorly, they’d be forced to choose between their children and nobody wanted that.
Of course, while three out of four years were relatively straightforward for Apple Grove, that fourth year was an all-hands-on-deck, making an amazing setting year. And that was this year.
Robin asked if anyone was particularly gifted in papier-mâché and two hands flew into the air as though they’d been waiting for that moment their whole lives. One was a woman who had joined them for the first time this year, her daughter in the third grade. The other was one of Ivy’s very favorite parents. She supposed she shouldn’t have favorite parents, just as she didn’t have favorite students, but this guy was amazing.
Six feet four inches of pure muscle, shaved head, and big beard, Gus looked nothing like the stereotypical idea of parents who volunteered for these things. However, his fifth child had started at Apple Grove this year and what Ivy had learned in the time the family had been with them was that Gus was a papier-mâché genius. She’d taught his twin sons a couple of years ago and been gifted multiple sculptures and trinkets they had made with their dad, several of them quite intricate.
The task at hand was to create papier-mâché stars to hang in the wintery forest of the main set piece. Even if the other volunteer had never made a single thing in her life, she knew Gus would have them powering through stars in no time.
She caught his eye and sent him a wide grin. He returned it with a little wave followed by a questioning thumbs up to check that she was okay.
Teaching might mean long hours and lots of stress, but Ivy loved the people. The kids and their families made it all more than worth it.
As Gus and his new partner in papier-mâché were sent off with a couple of less confident volunteers, Robin moved among the remaining volunteers, sending them to painting stations and handing them guides on what he was looking for in the designs. People sometimes made fun of elementary school teachers, but it could never be said that they couldn’t clearly explain what they wanted and provide guided steps on how to get there, and, in situations like this, even the adults were grateful for that.
“Ivy, Rosie,” Robin said, stopping in front of them. “You’re going to be stations three and seven.” He gestured to the tables in question before handing Ivy the instruction sheet for table three and Rosie the one for table seven.
“Oh, fun,” Rosie said, looking at her sheet. “I’ve got starry night background painting. What’ve you got?”
“Snow-capped trees,” Ivy replied, looking up at table three to see who she was with.
Her stomach swooped as she saw Kit Gunderson setting up at her table, jacket stripped off, sweater sleeves rolled up, and a beige craft apron she looked far too good in over her clothes. Ivy couldn’t tell whether the swooping was pleasant or not.
She wondered what was wrong with her. She almost never got like this around women, even ones she found attractive. Perhaps it was because she knew Kit was sapphic, or perhaps it was because Kit felt like a kind of celebrity to her, even if Ivy didn’t know her pen name. Either way, it was inconvenient as it caused her to blush as she wished Rosie luck with the starry sky and wandered over to Kit, wrapping her own apron over her clothes.
“Hey,” Kit said as soon as Ivy reached her. “I’m Kit, Story Gunderson’s aunt.”
“Yes, I can tell,” Ivy replied, her mouth feeling a little dry, her body humming with nerves. “I’m Ivy.”
Kit nodded with an uncertain smile. “I heard. You know, when everyone was…” She waved to the location of the incident.
“Oh. Right. Of course.” She looked down. “Well, yes. I’m Ivy. Ivy Stringer, sorry.”
“Ah. You’re Story’s teacher. I’ve heard so much about you. Nothing about your ability to make an entrance though, sorry. Had to learn that for myself tonight.”
Ivy couldn’t help but laugh as she looked up to see the smile on Kit’s face. She was definitely teasing Ivy, but Ivy had no idea why. It wasn’t malicious, if anything, Ivy would have ventured that it was just on the right side of polite from flirting, but that was impossible.
Ivy cleared her throat. “Yeah, I don’t usually make quite so much mess when I enter a room. I promise I’ve never plowed a kid down like that.”
Kit laughed. “I’ve met enough kids to assume they’re the ones usually running you down.”
“Well… you’re not wrong.”
She watched Kit as she consulted the directions for their tree. Presently, it was just the plywood cutout they’d assembled in the last session, sticking off at either end of the desk. Ivy wondered why they’d set them up like that. Standing upright or on the floor would probably have made more sense. The people around them were doing their best to make it work, but it seemed as much of a struggle as Ivy having to make her brain function around Kit, who was even more beautiful up close.
As Kit hummed and leaned against the tree, her exposed forearms flexed and Ivy was reminded how much of a lesbian she was. Her eyes ran over soft hands with short nails, a solitary band on her middle finger, up to strong, capable arms. She realized the hairs on Kit’s arms were standing up. It drew her attention to the fact that it was cold in the hall, the frosty evening outside permeating the space. However, she couldn’t very well point it out or it would become obvious she’d been staring at Kit’s arms.
“So,” Kit said suddenly, looking up and catching Ivy staring at her. She tilted her head and smirked. “Looks like we’re going for a blue-ish green tree and some snow, should be pretty straightforward, but you’re the teacher… need to teach me how to do it right?”
Ivy felt herself blush. The suggestive edge in Kit’s voice was subtle, and Ivy didn’t know her well enough to know if that was how she always sounded, but it did something to Ivy’s insides, making her want to squirm and blush and giggle. She refrained and smiled politely. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out just fine.”
Kit hummed. “You’re right. I’m sure we’ll make something beautiful together.”




Four
Kit smiled at the sound of Ivy’s laughter. When she’d agreed to come here, even with everything she’d heard about Ms. Stringer, she hadn’t expected to like her quite so much. Nor had she been expecting Ivy to be quite so gay, which she obviously was. She was very femme, so Isabelle might not have noticed it, but from the moment their eyes had met, Kit had known. It was written all over her. The way she held Kit’s gaze for slightly too long, the way she bit her lip, how she blushed when Kit made her tone very slightly suggestive… And perhaps the most interesting part of all was that Kit was enjoying herself.
She had a whole group of gay friends, but she didn’t flirt with them, nor was her life particularly conducive to running into a lot of queer folks she wanted to flirt with. There were the readers who careened into her DMs, apparently enamored with her after reading her latest book, but they didn’t know her. They didn’t even know her real name. But Ivy did.
She wondered briefly whether it was odd to be attracted to someone named Ivy but quickly shook it off. It was just a name and, besides, it wasn’t like anything was going to happen. They were just two people painting a tree with a side of gentle flirting.
“Do you think we should add some highlights to the snow in a very pale blue?” Ivy asked, looking up at Kit with the blue already loaded on her brush, her hand hovering over the pristine white paint.
“I don’t know, Ms. Stringer. You’re the artist, you tell me,” Kit replied, smiling.
“I am not an artist, I’m a teacher. As well you know.” She rolled her eyes, pulling another laugh from Kit. “I just think it would make it look so much better.”
Kit brandished the handout they’d been given. “I don’t know… doesn’t say anything about it here. How do you feel when kids deviate from the instructions?”
“Kit, I teach first grade. When do kids not deviate from the instructions?”
She laughed. “Okay, but on your head be it. I don’t want Mr. What’s-his-face telling me off.”
Ivy straightened and looked around exaggeratedly. “Mr. What’s-his-face? Is he new? I don’t think I’ve met him.”
“Oh, ha ha,” Kit said, rolling her eyes while suppressing actual laughter. Ivy was funny. “You know who I mean. Seems like a nice enough guy but also like he’ll bite your head off if you deviate from The Vision.”
Ivy laughed, lowering her brush to the tree. Right as she was about to touch blue to white, Kit’s point was proven by a yelled, “Ivy, what are you doing?”
Kit snorted as they both straightened and she muttered, “Told you so,” to Ivy.
Robin reached their table, pointing towards Ivy’s brush with an unnecessary amount of horror. He looked between them both, mouth working but no words coming out.
They both waited, lips pursed. Kit was certain Ivy was trying not to laugh too.
She wondered whether Isabelle had had this much fun at these sessions before Kit arrived, although, surely, there was no way she’d have given them up if she had? Even with everything she had going on, anything this much fun would be a respite from life, Kit was certain.
“Hey, Robin,” Ivy said, seemingly at ease, which impressed Kit. He honestly reminded her of too many stern teachers from her schooldays.
“Blue, Ivy? On the snow? What are you doing?” He gestured from the brush to the plywood tree as if they wouldn’t have known what he was talking about otherwise.
“Oh, well, you know blue is usually used to give the snow depth, to make it look more real and alive.”
Kit shot her a look and muttered, “Is snow ever alive?”
Ivy’s wide-eyed glare effectively conveyed that Kit needed to stop talking, but it didn’t stop her from being amused.
Robin hummed, looking from Ivy to the tree before he whipped his phone out and began tapping away.
Kit and Ivy stood before him, barely moving and attempting to look innocent, until he finally put the phone away and said, “Very well. A solid addition. I shall let the others know.”
“Great,” Ivy said, smiling. “Have you met Kit, by the way? She’s Story Gunderson’s aunt.”
“Ah, yes,” he replied, looking her over. “Your sister did reach out to let me know you’d be here in her place. She did not mention you’d be going rogue on the instructions.”
Kit fought the urge to roll her eyes and laugh, settling for a polite smile instead. “My apologies, we’re just trying to make the sets look the very best they can.”
He hummed again. “Indeed. A shared goal.” And, with a twirl on his heel, he was off to go check in with the other tables.
“Well, he seems fun,” Kit whispered as she leaned over to watch Ivy do the blue accents in the snow, immediately making the piece look so much more complete.
Ivy smiled. “He’s a good guy, just has trouble switching teacher mode off in situations like this.”
She nodded. “Not like I blame him. I’m sure adults can be just as bad as kids half the time.”
“And worse the rest of the time.”
Kit laughed. “I was just going to say the same thing.”
“Great minds,” Ivy giggled, refocusing on the tree, which was handy because Kit wasn’t quite sure how to handle the whole thing.
She had always been the opposite side of the coin that was Isabelle. Isabelle wanted kids, Kit wasn’t sure—tons of niblings, sure, but she’d never been in a place where she wanted her own. Isabelle didn’t want a relationship, Kit did. But after years of trying to get it right, all whilst writing happily ever afters for her characters, she’d kind of given up on the notion. Especially in the holiday romance genre.
Everyone loved a holiday romance, they were often her best-selling books, popular year-round, no matter the weather, and she’d even won a couple of awards for them, but they weren’t real life. People, Kit had learned, didn’t just meet and have that spark and get to know each other against a parade of Christmas-themed activities and perfect, snowy set pieces. Whatever was happening here with Ivy was just a weird coincidence. Not to mention she was Story’s teacher and Kit was leaving soon. Maybe.
But still… It was oddly magnetic.
She wondered whether she just hadn’t been around people enough lately. She had been rather shut-in over the last year, writing one book after the next and barely taking a day off. After a year of that, coming home, being around people, giggling with a pretty woman… all of it was bound to feel intoxicating.
“So, you’re a writer, right?” Ivy said, glancing up, those big eyes feeling like a jolt to Kit’s system.
“Uh, yeah. Lesbian fiction,” she replied, wondering whether every woman in Beaumont was a mind reader on some level.
Ivy looked away. “Is it really weird if I tell you I’m a fan?”
Kit laughed. A pen name had been a fine idea in theory, right up until Isabelle had started giving it out to everyone. Now, Kit wondered why she’d even bothered. Still, it was a cute name and it did give her a fun little connection to the woman before her.
“It’s totally fine,” she replied. “I’m assuming you heard from Isabelle?”
“Well, Story initially, but yeah, Isabelle did confirm it.” There was a beautiful pink blush over her cheeks that was far more attractive than Kit had ever realized a blush could be, even if she had written it a million times.
“Of course.” She rolled her eyes but smiled softly when Ivy looked at her. “It’s really fine. The community is really close, a bunch of them know I use a pen name, and I’ve come to expect Isabelle telling everyone about it.”
Ivy tilted her head. “She’s a proud sister, I guess.”
“Something like that. My mom calls my books my babies, so her grandbookbabies.”
She almost dropped the paintbrush as she whipped her head up. “I’m guessing your mom doesn’t read a lot of lesfic if that’s how she refers to them.”
Kit snorted. “She does not. Much more into straight romance, which should be somewhat an indicator that there might be hot sex in lesbian romance, but that’s a conversation I have no desire to have with my mother.”
Ivy nodded and shuddered as if she were imagining having that conversation with her own mother. She glanced around. “I was a little bit late because I was reading Ivy Winters’ newest release.”
Kit wondered briefly why she chose to refer to it like that but determined that Ivy, at least, wasn't trying to out her to the whole world.
It was an adorable image—Ivy being too locked up in Winter Kisses to notice the time, finally realizing she was late, launching herself into the hall, and promptly falling over in front of everyone, including the author who had made her late in the first place. Honestly, it sounded like a lesfic novel itself. Especially when you factored in that the author in question was surprisingly attracted to the main character.
She shook her head.
This was not a lesfic novel, nothing was happening with Ivy. This was just a bunch of weird coincidences and too much festive spirit clouding Kit’s judgment.
“What’s your favorite book?” she asked Ivy, hoping to distract herself and potentially get to talk about some of her friends’ works.
“Oh, well, it’s hard to choose just one,” Ivy replied, smiling shyly. “Either Once Upon a Silence or While the World Was Sleeping.”
Kit was intrigued. She’d had fans tell her her books were their favorites, but they tended to look at her like she was superhuman. Ivy wasn’t doing that, even while debating the merits of two of Kit’s books and why each might be better. She was honestly one of the most interesting people Kit had ever met.
“Of course, then there’s a whole bunch of others that I love too, by other authors. It’s just really hard to pick favorites. I could maybe give you a top twenty-five. Or fifty.” She shrugged, a little embarrassed, but owning it in a way Kit hadn’t known she’d love. “What’s yours?”
Kit laughed. “Do you want a list of twenty-five or fifty?”
“Ah, a fellow indecisive.”
“Something like that.”
The truth was that Kit read almost everything she could get her hands on, she always had, and every book she read had something great about it, something that felt like a little piece of her being torn off and left between the pages. When books felt like that, it became hard to pick favorites. Not to mention, a lot of the authors were her friends and colleagues. When you knew the person writing, you saw all of the pieces of themselves they tore off and left there. Inevitably, books became something more than mere stories, and choosing favorites became impossible.
Ivy moved around the table, sighing. “Books are just so good, it’s impossible to choose just one favorite.” She paused, straightening up from the tree she was still adding accents to. “Although perhaps I shouldn’t use that word. I have a poster in my classroom that nothing is impossible, even the word itself says ‘I’m possible.’”
Kit laughed. “The word impossible says I’m possible, therefore the impossible is possible, but even something being impossible is possible. So everything is both possible and impossible.”
Ivy stared at her as if she’d suddenly gotten dizzy. Kit pressed her lips together so as not to laugh.
It took a minute, but Ivy eventually shook her head and said, “What?”
“Nothing, I’m just being silly.”
Ivy laughed, a confused little pucker still firmly between her eyebrows. “Never verbally spar with an author, I guess.”
“I wouldn’t worry about the author part, we’re all just doing our best and going through multiple rounds of edits, and still somehow realizing there’s an error on page ten the minute the book is published. It’s contrary, part-time philosophers you want to watch out for.” She laughed again and loved when Ivy joined in.
“Well, then remind me not to ask you about ethics. But I will keep that errors thing in mind for the next time I’m distracted while teaching and accidentally tell a whole classroom of tiny sponge brains the wrong answer.”
Kit winced on her behalf. She saw the way Story clung onto and absorbed information. Nothing seemed more terrifying than being responsible for laying down all of the foundational knowledge for a classroom full of kids day in, day out.
“If you need more help there, I can tell you all about the time I had to Google the word house.”
“House?” Ivy asked, looking up at her with curious eyes. “Why?”
“Because I suddenly forgot what on earth it meant. Also how to spell it.”
Ivy straightened up again. “You did not.”
“I promise I did,” Kit said, hands held up in surrender. “I overthought the word and suddenly it lost all meaning and the spelling made no sense and for the life of me, I couldn’t fathom what it was. So I Googled it. You know, while sitting in my own house. That was a great day.”
Ivy giggled, her hand over her mouth. “If you’ve forgotten what a house is, that might be a sign it’s time to pack it up and go to bed for the night.”
“It was two o’clock in the afternoon.”
Ivy’s laughter came harder and Kit couldn’t help feel mesmerized by it, like a tiny spark kindling a fire around her heart. Seriously, what was happening to her? Painting trees and flirting with her niece’s teacher and acting like she’d wandered in from the pages of one of her books.? It was ridiculous.
But she couldn’t stop watching Ivy, cataloging all her little gestures as she laughed.
When she finally stopped laughing, she shot Kit a serious look. “You know, if you need help finding your family’s house again later, I can give you a ride. I’ll even explain what a house is if you need that?”
Kit shot her faux-innocent expression a wide-eyed look, knowing both of them were suppressing their laughter.
“Trouble,” she said, but even as the word left her mouth, she wasn’t sure whether the one actually in trouble was her.




Five
“Tacos?” Jacob called, whipping the door to Ivy’s classroom open and stepping in with far too much flourish for a guy who was still at school at nine o’clock on a Wednesday night.
“I don’t have any,” Ivy replied, slipping her laptop into her bright orange, polka dot backpack.
He rolled his eyes. “Very funny. Do you want to go get tacos? Paulo and Rosie are both coming.”
She glanced at the clock as if she didn’t know exactly how late it was after wrapping up tree painting and sending the volunteers off. “I don’t know… it is a school night.”
“It’s the holidays, you deserve it, Paulo misses you, you have to eat either way, and you just spent the last couple of hours flirting with Story’s very attractive aunt. I want details.”
“You know you’re taken, right?”
“Doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate a hot person.”
“And we weren’t flirting. We were just chatting while we worked.”
“Oh, please. I’ve seen you with her sister and it’s nothing like that.”
She slid her bag onto her back and walked towards him and the door, fishing her keys out of her pocket. “Perhaps that’s because I teach Isabelle’s child and she likes to ask questions about that. I do not teach Kit’s child and she doesn’t need to grill me on what we’re learning in class.”
“Or perhaps,” Jacob said, leaning down to speak closer to Ivy’s ear, “it’s because she’s hot, obviously queer, and you’re into her.”
“How is she obviously queer?” Ivy knew that she was queer, but she wouldn’t have said it was that obvious. What did that even mean?
He snorted as he watched her close the door to her classroom. “Please, the shoes, the vibe, just her whole thing. Total top energies.”
“Ew. Can you not?”
“I didn’t know you were sex-averse.”
“I’m not. I’m you talking about whether volunteers are tops while we’re still at school averse.”
“Ah, so you’ll come for tacos so I can talk about her top energies there, then?”
Ivy snorted. “No. I’ll come for tacos because I need food and I miss Paulo, but please do not talk about why you think Kit’s got top energy. I don’t need that over my food, thanks.”
“Sure, sure. I believe you.” He started to drift off towards his car, parked in a different area than Ivy’s was. “La Cantina? We’ll see you there in ten.”
“Sounds good,” she called back.
As the car warmed up around her, she wondered whether Kit had been flirting with her. And whether she had been flirting with Kit. If she had been, it wasn’t a conscious decision. Kit was here for a few weeks according to Story. It would be a frightfully bad idea to get involved with someone who was going to head back off to her own life in a few weeks. Ivy didn’t want to be a holiday fling, she wanted everything, the whole, life-long love story, she always had. Sure, Kit was attractive and friendly and fun to be around, but that was probably just the rush of meeting a new, fellow queer person. It didn’t have to mean anything more than that.
Besides, Kit wrote lesfic. Sapphic romance was filled with tenderness and love and happily ever afters galore. There was no way someone who wrote that, was as funny as Kit, and who was gorgeous was single. It wasn’t physically possible unless she was actively choosing not to be in a relationship, which was equally unavailable.
No, this was just Jacob being desperate to pair her off with the first new queer woman who stepped into town. Ivy was perfectly happy making friends with Kit and holding out for her own magical Christmas romance, something just as beautiful as that Ivy Winters book she was still planning to finish before bed.
She pulled into the parking lot of La Cantina and immediately spotted Rosie’s pick up—an almost exact copy of the one Bella drove in the Twilight movies. A throwback to when Rosie was going hard on being straight, only to later realize she’d actually been Team Bella and had a massive crush on Kristin Stewart. Ivy could see her point there.
Rosie jumped out of her truck the minute Ivy was parked next to her and was getting out of her car.
“Oh my gosh, I’m so hungry,” she said, meeting Ivy at the back of their cars and immediately looping their arms together again. “I only had one slice of pizza and otherwise I haven’t eaten since eleven.”
Ivy nodded. There was a long time between lunch and dinner when you were stuck eating kid lunch early in the morning and staying late at work. On nights it was just staff staying, it was fine to take more pizza, but when the families were in, freely donating their time, it was an unspoken rule that staff took limited amounts of the free food. And both of their stomachs were rumbling as they located Jacob and Paulo at a high-top table and wandered over to join them.
“Ivy,” Paulo exclaimed as they came into view, jumping up to sweep her into a hug. “It’s been too long.”
“It has,” she agreed as they stepped back and he moved on to Rosie.
She eyed Jacob as she took her coat off and sat down. He was across from her, practically bouncing in his seat.
“What’s going on?” Paulo asked once they were all seated, glancing from Jacob to Ivy and back again.
“Ivy found herself a woman,” Jacob replied before she’d even managed to open her mouth.
Paulo squealed excitedly but Ivy cut him off.
“That’s not true. At all,” she said, frowning at Jacob.
Jacob hung his head. “Ugh. Fine. It’s technically not true yet, but she spent the whole night working with Kit Gunderson and they were flirting.”
“Kit as in Katherine? As in Isabelle Gunderson’s sister?” Paulo asked, his eyes flaring in delight.
“The very same. How do you know Isabelle?”
“We work for the same company.”
Jacob slapped his hands down onto the table. “How could you not have told me that?” he demanded, gaping at Paulo.
“How was I supposed to know that was information you’d want? It’s a big company, loads of people work there.” He rolled his eyes but patted Jacob’s back sympathetically.
“Loads of people with hot, gay sisters?”
“Is she hot?”
As they plunged into a conversation about how hot Kit was and why, and all of the ways she and Ivy would be perfect together, Ivy stared at her menu. She knew what she was getting, and what the others would get, but still, she looked to have literally anything else to do.
Kit might not be the one she’d get her happily ever after with, but whenever conversations like that came up, Ivy ached for the one who was. She’d never been in a rush to jump into relationships for the sake of it, but the older she got, the more she wanted to find the right one. She wanted someone to snuggle under a blanket and read with, someone she could make hot drinks for, and who would bring her soup in bed when she was sick. She wanted someone who saw and understood her, who knew what it meant when she stared intently at the menu of her favorite Mexican restaurant when she’d decided what she’d order the minute she agreed to go. She wanted someone in her corner and whose corner she could be in.
“Okay, that’s settled then,” Jacob announced, slapping his hand down on the table again. “You’re free Saturday night, right, Ivy?”
“What?” She had no idea what was settled or why her Saturday night plans to stay in and watch multiple Christmas movies were relevant.
“Saturday night. You’re coming with us to the Gundersons’ holiday hot chocolate party.”
She looked at the three of them. “Is that a thing?”
Jacob sighed impatiently. “Yes, it’s a thing. Apparently, it’s a thing every year and since I don’t attend, I completely forgot it even existed, but now you’re coming with.”
“Coming with? You forgot it existed and now you’re bringing you and a guest?”
“Well, Paulo is bringing two guests, technically, but that’s just splitting hairs.”
“I’m not tagging along to some party I didn’t get invited to. Especially not at my student’s house.” Even through her annoyance, Ivy couldn’t help but feel a spark of joy thinking about Kit forgetting the word house.
Paulo placed his hand over Jacob’s on top of the table and leaned towards Ivy. “It’s very casual. Isabelle invites the whole office, partners, kids, roommates, whatever. People go in, get hot chocolate from the incredible hot chocolate bar, socialize a bit. It’s fine, I promise.”
“Socialize with my student and her mother? I’m really good, thanks.”
“Oh my god,” Jacob sighed. “We’re not trying to get you to socialize with Story or Isabelle. You’ll talk to us and Kit. That’s the whole point of this.”
“Why though?” Ivy asked, closing her menu and putting it down on the table. “What’s the point?”
The others softened and Rosie patted Ivy’s arm gently.
“The point,” Jacob said, much less agitated, “is that you’ve been looking for your person for so long. You read all that romance and you want that for yourself, which is completely valid. And here is this super cool queer woman who could give you all of that. We heard she’s a romance writer, she’s probably looking for everything you are. And you seemed alive around her. We want that for you.”
“I’m alive all the time,” she said, eyes narrowed, and convinced she was being just as difficult as Kit had been earlier.
“Okay, but give this a chance to let you be alive in a different way. Even if it’s not romantic, seems like she’d be a great friend for you to have.”
“I don’t know…” She looked around the restaurant. She always hated people interfering in her love life like this. If it was meant to be, wouldn’t it happen organically? Especially if it happened at Christmas?
“Ivy,” she heard a surprised voice say. It was already far too familiar. “Hey.”
She turned and came face to face with the woman in question. Kit Gunderson was standing in La Cantina and looking around the group with an indecipherable expression.
“Kit. Hi,” she said, hoping to every good force in the universe that Kit hadn’t heard their conversation. “Taco craving?”
She laughed. “Not really. My mom sent me since everyone else was craving their holiday tacos? I don’t know what that means, and I was almost home when she called and sent me back here, but hey, your mom asks for holiday tacos, she gets holiday tacos.”
“You’re Kit,” Paulo said, reaching across the table to shake Kit’s hand.
She smiled politely. “That I am.”
“I’m Paulo, Jacob’s boyfriend. I also work with Isabelle.” He gestured to Jacob who waved awkwardly. Ivy nearly died. “We were just trying to convince Ivy here to come with us to the Gunderson hot chocolate fest on Saturday night.”
Ivy felt her face flame as Kit looked back at her, vaguely amused. However, that didn’t hide the slight slip in her expression as she looked from Ivy to Rosie and back again. Ivy had no idea what it meant, but she wondered briefly whether Kit had managed to have a bad interaction with Rosie before she’d arrived in the hall and thrown pizza everywhere.
She fixed her eyes back on Ivy’s. “You should come. My mom loves it, loves feeding the whole world, and she makes really great hot chocolate. Plus, it would be nice to know someone there other than the people who like to tell me they remember when I was Story’s age, running around, getting under their feet.”
“Oh. Uh…” How was she supposed to turn down an invitation like that? An evening of amazing hot chocolate and hanging out with Kit definitely wouldn’t be too bad. Being in the Gunderson household would be weird. Having Jacob and Paulo watch them like they already were would be bad. “Sure. Sounds great.”
Sounded like a mixed bag, but that wasn’t polite to say.
“Great,” Kit said, smiling before she looked at Rosie again and her expression switched, something more neutral and controlled taking over. “Rosie, right? You should feel free to come too. My mom really loves guests. The more the merrier and all that.”
Rosie beamed. “Thanks so much, Kit. I’ll see you there.”
Kit nodded, a little confused, perhaps, but Ivy didn’t understand why.
“Also,” Paulo said, leaning towards Kit again, “the holiday tacos are basically soft tacos filled with turkey and all the trimmings. A little cheese on top.”
Kit frowned, looking to Ivy for confirmation. “That sounds… like blasphemy.”
“Thank you,” Ivy said, gesturing to Kit as she glared at the others. “That’s what I said and they all claimed I just have terrible taste.”
“Yeah, no. I’m with you on this one. Tacos are amazing. Why would you put… Oh my god. Is there cranberry sauce in them?”
“Yes, there is.”
“Yeah, okay. You are all banned from the halls of good taste. Except you,” she said, looking straight at Ivy. “You’ve got great taste.”
“You too,” Ivy replied, blushing again as she thought about all of the other things Kit might have good taste in. She really shouldn’t be thinking anything close to that. They were just friends. Yes, Kit had invited her to the party, but she’d also invited Rosie, a person she’d never really met before and whom she may or may not slightly dislike. There was nothing special between the two of them.
The group laughed as Kit told them she should get going and take her family their monstrous tacos, but promised to see them all again on Saturday, and Ivy braced, waiting for the minute Kit was out of the building and the tirade from the others began.
They didn’t disappoint. The second Kit was out of sight, the three of them began dissecting the looks, the interactions, the comments, the invitation to Saturday night, and no amount of reasoning from Ivy seemed to get through to them.
By the time their tacos arrived at the table, they basically had her married off to Kit. They were wrong about how they envisioned the wedding, but most of the other romantic stuff they knew Ivy wanted made it into their conversations.
As she piled salsa verde onto her plate, Ivy’s head was spinning. None of this was how she’d envisioned her story going. She wanted to write it for herself, not have her friends direct it over bad holiday tacos. And maybe they were a sign that all of this was a disaster. Ivy loved everything about the holiday season, after all. Every little part of it. Except those tacos.




Six
Kit stood at the back door of her mom’s house, a thick, plaid blanket wrapped around her shoulders, wool socks pulled up over her sweatpants as she watched the morning. Her free hand nursed her peppermint tea, the swirls of heat rising from the cup mixing with her breath in the cold air.
She loved mornings like these—quiet, calm, frosty. They made her feel at home.
As the sun broke through the clouds, it caught on the tiny icicles forming on her mother’s oak trees. She’d always loved those trees too, spent half her childhood climbing them, a playground for her imagination. Even as a teen, she’d still gone up into them sometimes. By then, it was mostly for privacy and some time to think, but it had still been every bit as wonderful.
She wondered whether being in her thirties now meant that she was past the age where that was an acceptable thing to do. Honestly, sitting in a tree and thinking things over didn’t sound half bad. She knew the rest of the house would be up soon and her peaceful morning would be shattered, her thoughts no more sorted than when she’d woken up.
“Jesus, Kitty,” her mom said, strolling into the room and pulling her robe tighter around her. “Trying to freeze us all?”
She glanced back with a grin. “Yeah, you know, budget cryogenic freezing, wake up in a hundred years, see what the holidays are like then.”
“Please tell me that’s not the plot to your latest book.”
Kit laughed, moving away from the door and shutting the cold out as her mom refilled the kettle and set it to boil. “It is not.”
She sat at the kitchen island, watching her mom move around the kitchen, preparing coffee and setting cinnamon rolls from the fridge out to be baked. Kit might not have been sure about the holiday tacos her family had apparently adopted, but cinnamon rolls were every inch the ultimate coming home food. And in the five days she’d been back, she’d eaten more of them than she’d care to admit. They just happened to be good writing fuel, and she had been writing a lot in the last few days.
Beaumont, it turned out, was an amazing place to write. She’d always known that—she started here, she always wrote a lot when she visited, and there was a spark that she’d been missing in the months she’d been away that just clicked when she sat down here to write.
Being honest with herself, it was something she’d been planning to test and monitor while she was here. She’d planned to spend more than five days collecting evidence, and she still would, but the sense of rightness was hard to ignore.
When her mom popped a plate with a cinnamon roll on down in front of her, Kit realized she’d been staring without really seeing for far too long.
“Sweetie,” she said, gently, watching Kit, “do you want to talk about what’s on your mind?”
Kit smiled. She could tell her mom thought it was something bad, but it wasn’t. It was big, but it wasn’t bad. And Caroline Gunderson wasn’t one to push her kids before they were ready, Kit had always been grateful for that.
She took a deep breath as her mom cut into her own cinnamon roll. “I’ve been thinking about coming home.”
Her mom looked up, her eyes that complicated mixture of concern and excitement that Kit had only ever seen on parents. “Is everything okay, Kitty?”
Kit shook her head at the nickname. That was also a parents-only thing. Nobody else in the world was allowed to call her Kitty. “It’s fine, yeah. I like Trenton, I like my place, but it’s not like I need to be there, you know? I don’t know a lot of people in the area and, while it’s nice, I feel like I’m constantly missing stuff. Here, I feel at home, I know people, and I write better.”
“This isn’t about Isabelle and the new baby is it? You know she’ll be fine, you don’t have to give up your life for your sister or her children.”
Kit shot her mother a soft smile. “I know, but thank you for saying it. It’s not because of them, but they are another thing I miss when I’m gone. Story grows so quickly, I want to know her. I want to be able to see the new baby, watch them both grow, you know, just… be around.”
Caroline nodded. “I get that. Kids change a lot in a short amount of time. It’s kind of wild if you think about it. People complain about eleven-year-olds still being into cartoons for six-year-olds, but who cares? I’ve been into the same types of books and shows for decades now and nobody is giving me a hard time. Let them be kids while they can, it lasts for such a short while.”
Whenever her mom talked about her parenting philosophy, Kit was grateful a million times over that Caroline was her mother. And she knew Isabelle felt the same way—she’d even been extra sure she could handle single parenthood because they’d watched their mom do it.
“It does,” Kit agreed. “But I’m sick of missing it all. I’m sick of feeling like I’m in some temporary holding chamber in my life.”
Caroline moved around the island to push back Kit’s hair before holding her face securely between her hands. “All I want is for you to be happy, if that looks like coming back to Beaumont, I’m completely in favor. You know you’re always welcome here.”
Kit laughed and hugged her mom. “Thank you. I think I’ll probably get my own place, though. I’m excited to be around the kids more, but I think under the same roof might be a touch too much for me.”
Caroline laughed. “Fair. I’m assuming you need a bit more peace than a five-year-old and a baby will give you if you want to keep tearing through books at the rate you do.”
“Yeah, just a bit.”
Caroline went to take another bite of her cinnamon roll before dropping the fork entirely. It clattered loudly onto the countertop.
“Are you okay?” Kit asked, frowning.
“Yes. I just realized that if you’re coming home, I need to get you a list of all the eligible gay girls in the area.”
Kit didn’t drop her fork, but she did choke on her tea. “What?” she demanded when she’d finished choking. “Why would I need that?”
“Oh, please. Isabelle wanted a baby and no partner, so I gave her a list of sperm banks in the area. You want a partner, so a list of eligible options is the clear gift.”
“Neither of those two things are gifts, Mom. Please tell me I don’t have to give you a list of eligible men for Christmas?”
She laughed. “Of course not. Who would you even go to for that list? You don’t have the connections I do. I’ll find you some good options.”
“For what?” Isabelle asked, wandering into the room with an almost identical robe to the one their mom wore.
“Women,” Caroline said proudly.
“Or non-binary people if you’re covering all my bases,” Kit said, rolling her eyes.
“Noted,” she said, literally taking her phone out to write a note. Kit couldn’t have written anything this ridiculous if she’d tried.
“Do I want to know why?” Isabelle asked, helping herself to a cinnamon roll and coffee.
“I’m moving home, I think,” Kit replied, smiling hesitantly.
“Wait. You serious?”
“Yeah. I’ve been thinking about it for a while and it feels right. Plus, I want to be around for the new little one—”
“Fable.”
“Sorry?”
“Fable. What do you think? For the baby.”
“Well, it certainly fits the theme,” Caroline said.
“Right? I’m thinking either Fable or Poet.”
“Cute,” Kit said, watching her sister.
“Yeah. I’m just not completely sure yet.”
“Well, if you want something poetic, you could go for Devin. It’s Irish, means poet.”
Isabelle’s eyes lit up and Kit realized too late that she had just made herself a baby name consultant for the foreseeable future.
“Of course,” Isabelle said. “Writer who looks up names. Oh my god, yes.”
Their mom sent Kit a look. “See, lists are great gifts. Your sister would love a list of baby names.”
Kit laughed. “I’ll be sure to mention it to Santa.”
Isabelle really did look like all of her Christmases had come at once as she pulled up a seat beside Kit and lunged into a far more in-depth analysis of name themes and styles than Kit had even realized was possible. And, half an hour later, Kit was being assigned a personal naming style and getting to grips with what Isabelle’s naming style meant. It seemed imperative that was something she understood if she was gifting her sister a list of name suggestions.
Twenty more minutes and their mom was leaving, causing Isabelle to realize she was running impossibly late, having been distracted by names and cinnamon rolls and whatever winter blend coffee it was she was drinking.
She rapidly whipped her head from herself, still in pajamas, to her child—also still in pajamas—to the door, as though expecting some chief timekeeper to come bursting through to arrest her.
Kit watched for a moment, before saying, “I can take Story to school while you go to work. It’s not a big deal.”
Isabelle looked like she was about to cry. “Could you? That would be amazing.”
“Of course. You’ll drive us to school, right, Story?”
Story giggled and protested as Isabelle pulled Kit into a grateful hug before charging off to get ready for work.
Kit smiled down at Story, cinnamon sugar all over her chin. “Okay, sunshine, let’s go get ready for another stimulating day of learning.”
“What does that mean?” Story’s brow furrowed adorably.
Kit laughed as she picked her up and carried her to the bathroom to clean her up and make her presentable. Isabelle wouldn’t appreciate the help quite so much if Story came home in trouble for showing up unkempt.
Story threw question after question and story after story at her while they both got ready, amusing and amazing Kit.
And Kit was only concentrating on her and not on trying to look a little extra cool in case she ran into Ivy.




Seven
Ivy resolutely refused to think about the red paint splashed straight down her front as the end of the school day approached. When poor Hector had tripped and sent the entire Dixie cup of paint at her, she’d assured him it didn’t bother her and that it was very festive. It didn’t bother her—she was an elementary school teacher, it wasn’t the first time she’d been covered in paint—but she had already been looking… not her best today when Kit had appeared at her door, looking far too cool, to drop Story off.
After the initial embarrassment, Ivy decided she ought to have known to expect it. Everyone knew you looked amazing when you were stuck at home, but the minute you stepped out looking not quite your best, you ran into every person you didn’t want to see. And it wasn’t that she didn’t want to see Kit, she just wanted to see her when she looked better. Apparently, the universe had heard that and decided that throwing red paint at the situation was a move in the right direction.
Ivy did not agree.
She moved to stand by the door, plastering on her best smile in the hope that every person picking up a child would be too distracted by their child, Ivy’s smile, and the general chaos that was life three weeks before Christmas to notice that their child’s teacher looked like a mess.
As family members came and went and there was no sign of Kit, Ivy began to hope that perhaps Isabelle would be picking Story up and all of her worst imaginings wouldn’t come to fruition. However, when only three students remained, Kit appeared from around the corner—casual and unflustered as though she’d been waiting there.
Maybe she had been. She wasn’t used to the daily rush of trying to grab your child and get out of there so perhaps she had more patience for it and was willing to be at the back of the line.
Ivy carefully held her smile in place, even as she felt her face attempting to match the red spatter across her body.
Kit smiled but looked her up and down. “Should I ask?” she said, gesturing with a finger to Ivy’s front.
“Might be best not to,” she laughed. “Just an excited child and a Dixie cup of red paint. I’m not even sure where the cup came from, honestly. We have paint palettes.”
Kit grimaced. “I’m sorry. Hopefully it washes out easily?”
“Well, that’s the good news. It is entirely washable because, you know, children. But yeah, just a little more festive to my look than planned, I guess.”
“I swear being back here is just like living in one of my books—all weird mishaps and strange happenings. My apologies if I brought them with me.”
Ivy laughed again. “Not your fault, but I look forward to reading about a character being covered in red paint in the future.”
She hadn’t meant it, so when Kit said, “I could work it into the one I’m working on right now, actually,” her stomach almost dropped out of her body.
“Are you serious?”
Kit smiled. “Of course, but only if it’s something you’d be interested in. Kind of a gift to Story’s favorite teacher.”
“I’m Story’s only teacher…”
“Irrelevant.”
Ivy shook her head incredulously as Kit stood to the side, allowing another student to exit, leaving Story alone, playing in the corner. Neither she nor Kit seemed to be in a rush to leave.
“You can read it early too,” Kit said when they were alone. “You know, if you want to?”
“Really?” She’d never done that before, but she couldn’t say the idea wasn’t thrilling. Plus, she’d finally get to know which Katherine Kit was—the mystery was killing her. She’d been going back through all the Katherines in her library trying to match one of the writing styles to Kit. And then she’d shamelessly gone to Twitter to look them up in hopes that one of them mentioned something about Beaumont or being home for the holidays.
None of them had so far.
“Yeah, of course. I’m not going to write about you and not let you have beta reading veto power.”
“Wow. Uh. Yeah. Cool. Great. I mean… great.”
Kit laughed. “You sure? You seem a little unsure.”
“Not unsure. Just… amazed. Getting to be the inspiration behind a scene in a book is amazing. And for it to be a scene in a book in my favorite genre? That’s wild. Best Christmas gift ever.”
“I’m glad. Do you want to read as I’m writing or just get it all at once?”
“How far along are you?”
“About two-thirds.”
“And how long will the other third take?”
“About a week.”
Ivy’s mind was exploding. Only a week to finish the book? And Ivy was going to be a piece of the inspiration for something in it? A book that other people would read and talk about?
She was sure something was wrong with the universe. Or that she was asleep.
“I’ll wait then,” she decided once her thoughts became coherent again.
“Ah, delayed gratification, cool.” Kit looked at her in a way that could have been casual, but Ivy thought she caught the glimmer of something else underneath. “Never been great at that myself.”
Ivy leaned back against the doorframe for support. Something about Kit’s voice had become warm and seductive and irresistible, and Ivy was certain her knees were going to buckle, which would have been both embarrassing and improper.
When she couldn’t think of anything to say in response, Kit shot her a cheeky smile and cleared her throat. Ivy had no idea what was going on but she didn’t hate whatever it was.
“Okay, little princess,” Kit called to Story, who was, in fact, wearing a crown and waving a wand over in the reading corner. “Time to go. We’ve got to get started on those cookies for the big party tomorrow.”
Ivy whipped her head from Story back to Kit. “You bake?”
Kit smirked. “I have been known to now and again, yes.”
“You must be good if your cookies are part of the famous Gunderson holiday hot chocolate fest.”
For the first time, Kit looked a little shy, suddenly avoiding eye contact with Ivy. It was even more adorable than Ivy would have guessed.
“I’m okay,” she said quietly. “I’m just following a recipe and my mom’s instructions.”
Ivy hummed. “Is there anything you can’t do?”
“Enjoy the holiday tacos from La Cantina?”
Ivy laughed. “That one’s very fair.”
Before Kit could respond, Story bounced over to them, looking much like a sparkly kangaroo and causing both Kit and Ivy to smile fondly.
“I’m ready to go.”
Kit shot Ivy an amused look. Something inside Ivy warmed and twirled at their shared glances and this sweet moment with Kit’s niece. She had to mentally shake herself to not melt too far into this dreamy idea of life. Story was just her student. Kit was just her… friend? Acquaintance? She wasn’t sure, but it wasn’t anything more than that.
“Oh are you?” Kit asked Story, kneeling to talk to her with no regard for the knees of her jeans sitting in slush. “Looks to me like you’re not wearing outdoor shoes, or your coat, or your hat, or your mittens to protect these little fingers from Jack Frost.” She held Story’s hands tightly in her own and waved them about. “And it looks like you’re still wearing this beautiful crown that I think belongs to Ms. Stringer.”
Story giggled like it was the funniest interaction she’d ever had. Kit was so good with her.
“But I like these shoes,” she said, indicating the sparkly gold t-bar shoes she’d swapped into upon arriving at school.
“You can put them back on when we get home, but if you wear them outside, you’ll get wet shoes and wet tights and wet feet, and how miserable will you be driving all the way home with wet feet?”
Given that Kit was still kneeling in wet slush, the comment had the potential to be a little hypocritical but Ivy didn’t point that out.
Story put her hands on her hips and watched Kit, eyes narrowed. “I can make cookies in my sparkly shoes?”
“You can. So long as you don’t put your shoes on the counter or near the food, we’re good.”
“And can I put sparkly glitter on the cookies?”
Kit laughed. “You drive a hard bargain, Miss Gunderson, but yes, you can. Gold, red, and green.”
Story cheered and ran off towards her coat. Ivy assumed that meant Kit had a deal and wasn’t going to have to wrestle a child with cold, soggy feet into her car.
“You were already planning to let her put glitter on the cookies weren’t you?” Ivy asked as Kit stood back up.
“Of course. My mom bought new tubes just for her. It’s her favorite part of cookie decorating.”
Ivy smiled at her. She knew the look was too soft, too warm, too intimate, but she couldn’t help it. “You’re really good with her.”
Kit’s face also turned soft, content. “She’s just a great kid.”
“She is. But you’re good with her too.”
“Well, thank you. That’s very kind.”
As they smiled at each other, saying nothing and being far too intimate for the setting, Story ran back up to them, now sans crown but with her bobble hat placed haphazardly atop her head.
Kit giggled and knelt back down, zipping up her coat, adjusting her hat, and helping her into her mittens. The sparkly shoes had been replaced by a pair of cozy-looking pink snow boots and she looked much more ready to face the December weather.
She looked up at Ivy. “Are you coming tomorrow, Ms. Stringer?”
“Uh, yeah. I think so,” Ivy replied, still a little confused about the whole situation. “Your aunt here invited me.”
Story looked at Kit, her head tilted and her face a little too knowing. “You should come. Aunt Kit and I will make you some really good cookies and Grammy makes yummy hot chocolate.”
Ivy shot Kit a look. It felt very much like she was being set up by a five-year-old and she wasn’t sure how she felt about that. However, as she glanced out the door and caught sight of the softly falling snow, she figured there were far worse ways to spend a Saturday night. And she did want to chat to Kit some more.
“So you’ll come, right?” Story pressed.
Ivy laughed. “Yes, I’ll come. I can’t wait to see your sparkly cookies.”
“Yay. I’ll save you a good one. Do you like red or green or gold best? Oh, and you’ll see Mr. Whiskers,” she continued without waiting for an answer or even taking a breath. “And Mr. Whiskers. And you’ll meet Mrs. Kanterova whose nephew murdered the other Mr. Whiskers.”
Ivy’s eyes went wide and she looked from Story to Kit in alarm.
Kit laughed. “Story, you might want to explain that story a bit more before Ms. Stringer thinks someone was actually murdered.”
Story frowned as she thought for a second. “Oh, right. Murders are bad things.” She looked back up at Ivy. “Mr. Whiskerses are my stuffed toys. One is a bunny and one is a cat and the first was eaten by Mrs. Kanterova’s sister’s dog.”
Ivy breathed a sigh of relief. “I see. Well, I’m glad there’s nothing more sinister happening at this party of yours and I look forward to it.”
“Great,” Kit grinned. “We’ll see you around six tomorrow then. Can’t wait.”
“Me too,” Story called, running around Kit in a circle that made Ivy wonder how she wasn’t getting dizzy. It was dizzying just to watch.
Kit scooped up all of Story’s things, shot Ivy one last, lingering smile, and herded Story towards the car.
Ivy stood watching them go for longer than she should have. She knew she should just go back inside, pack up, go home, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to.
“Well, that was adorable,” said a voice from behind her, causing her to bang her head on the doorframe as she jumped in surprise.
“Jesus,” she gasped, rubbing her head.
“Jacob actually, but good try.”
“Hilarious.”
“Aren’t I?”
She scowled at him. “No.”
“Rude. Just because you’re swooning over some lesbian doesn’t mean you should insult my good humor.”
She hoped the stinging on her head didn’t translate into a huge bump. Two mishaps around Kit were already enough, she didn’t need to share that she also banged her head. Nor did she want to explain how.
“I’m not swooning over anyone. I was watching to see that my student made it safely through the parking lot.”
He laughed and moved to sit on one of the desks in the room. “Sure you were. And you three weren’t playing happy families in here before I came in.”
“We weren’t. Story was playing something princessy.”
“Ivy, I say this as your friend and in the nicest way possible, you’re a goner for that woman—”
“I am not—”
“Just listen. You totally are. You’ve been after your happily ever after for years. The whole romance and seduction and wooing, all of it. And your heart finally picked. Kit Gunderson’s not a bad choice for it, either. She’s a romance novelist. She’d probably woo you exactly how you want.”
Ivy collapsed into the seat of the desk next to where Jacob had settled. “There’s no point denying that’s what I want, but it’s pretty irrelevant.”
“How?”
“Kit’s here for a couple of weeks at most, she’s cool and attractive and I’m pretty sure she's well-known in the lesfic community. She’s like a celebrity in a field I’m a superfan in. That’s not a thing that works and it’s not a thing I would get. No way she’s interested.”
“I don’t know, sounded like she might be interested to me. And all of that just makes it more of everything you’ve ever wanted.”
She got up and began gathering her things. “How’d you mean?”
“It sounds like the plot of one of your romance books. Two lesbians, one’s ridiculously clumsy, cute kid, winter setting… You're going to tell me that’s not something she’d write?” He indicated Ivy’s outfit as he spoke and she felt herself blushing again.
“Ah. Yeah. That. Well, she's going to write exactly that, actually.” Ivy threw her bag onto her back and started heading for the door. Clearing the last scraps of paper from desks as she went and hoping beyond hope that Jacob wouldn’t ask anything further.
“How do you mean?” he said and Ivy sighed because of course. If someone said that to her, she wouldn’t leave it hanging either.
“She’s going to write a kid throwing red paint over someone in her latest book. I explained the Hector thing.”
Jacob threw an arm out, stopping Ivy in her tracks. “Hold up. What?”
“I thought you heard the whole thing?”
“Evidently, I did not. Spill.”
She rolled her eyes, turned off the classroom lights, and moved around Jacob to get out of the room. “Come on. I need a black cherry hot chocolate. I’ll tell you all about it at Jupiter’s.”




Eight
Kit lay on her bed and stared at the ceiling. When she’d been a kid, she’d had those glow-in-the-dark stars stuck to it. Now that she was a grown-up and long since moved out, her mom had turned the room into a stylish guest room, which meant the stars had come down.
She’d been up until almost three in the morning adding a scene with a child spilling red paint to her book. And then writing several more chapters because she was so inspired, which was a fine way to work when you didn’t have a set time to get up. However, she was now in a house with a five-year-old and, sure enough, just after seven, Story Gunderson had been pounding on the door before letting herself in and flinging herself onto the bed, poking and bouncing until Kit was awake and responsive.
A day of adding to her sister’s name list and then baking more cookies and treats and setting up for the party hadn’t helped her level of exhaustion. So now, she was lying in the dark, getting a few minutes of rest before guests started arriving and someone needed something.
Since telling her family that she was planning to come home, something had felt right inside her. She’d walked around feeling inspired and home and happy in a way she hadn’t in some time. She’d even managed to sneak in a few minutes of apartment hunting on her phone while brushing her teeth and getting ready. Part of her wondered whether it was too fast—less than a week in and she was already looking at apartments? She supposed U-Hauling with yourself and your hometown wasn’t the worst thing in the world, though.
Even going to pick up Story at school yesterday and spending some time with Ivy had felt different, more, filled with potential. She wondered about wanting kids. Maybe she did want one, but maybe she wanted to do it with someone who really wanted it too. It had always terrified her, the idea of having a child with someone but being alone in figuring it out. If the other person were truly a partner, would it be the same?
The thought of giving birth still terrified the hell out of her, so she was pretty sure she was still set on not being a birthing parent, but she could, for the first time, see how she might adopt a child with someone, here in this place that was home. It was scary and exciting and overwhelming and she definitely wasn’t ready yet, but maybe she was more interested in her naming style than she thought…
She’d found her life had been like that. Nothing seemed to make sense until one thing clicked and a lot of other things slotted into place as though they’d just been waiting on that one thing. It was how she’d found writing, how she’d found her current apartment, and now, apparently, how she was finding her actual home.
“Kit, you still awake up there?” Isabelle’s voice called from downstairs.
“Yeah, I’ll be down in a minute,” she replied, remembering how their mom would always tell them off for yelling at each other like that when they were kids. Everything about this place was a memory in the best way and she was supremely excited to make more memories here.
Starting with the hot chocolate extravaganza.
She jumped up, made herself presentable, threw on the so-called ugly Christmas sweater she had for the occasion—she loved it, the others had all voted it ugly—and headed back downstairs to welcome their guests.
Her mother’s colleagues were the first to arrive and Kit wondered whether she’d told them to get there early or whether they were a little afraid of her. When it became apparent who’d worked with her a while and who hadn’t based on whether they called her Caroline or Professor Gunderson, Kit decided it was probably a little of both.
Kit circulated, smiling and laughing, getting reintroduced to all of the neighbors and family friends she hadn’t seen in a while and introduced to all the newcomers to the Gundersons’ lives. Her favorite moment came when Mrs. Kanterova came over with Mrs. Chen from next door and reintroduced herself as the aunt of Mr. Whiskers’ murderer and suddenly a lot of things Story said made sense. Kit had snorted into her own hot chocolate and needed to steal Mrs. Chen’s napkin to clean the splashes from her face.
She was making her third cup of hot chocolate, peppermint this time, when Story ran up behind her and slapped her, hard.
“Aunt Kit, Aunt Kit,” she said, laughing.
“Hello, person who is hitting me why?” She looked down at the overexcited youngster.
“Sorry, Aunt Kit. I meant to tap. Grammy says I’m so amped up on sugar, I’ve lost all sense of reality.”
“Does she?” Kit knelt in front of her. “Should we get some water together? Maybe calm down a bit?”
Story hopped from foot to foot impatiently. “We can’t,” she whined. “Your girlfriend is here.”
Kit was glad she hadn’t just taken a sip of her drink or she’d have been choking for the second time that evening. “Come again?”
“Come where?” Story froze on one leg, confused.
“Sorry, it’s just a saying. It means pardon?”
“Oh. Your girlfriend is here.”
“Story, I don’t have a girlfriend. Who are you talking about?”
“Ms. Stringer,” she said, swaying and ridiculously proud of herself.
Kit might not have been drinking but she did manage to choke on air. “Your teacher.”
Story shrugged exaggeratedly. “But you like her, I could tell, and when I told Grammy about it, she said Ms. Stringer was on her list for you. I’m not sure what it’s a list of but she seemed happy.”
Kit stared at her niece, flabbergasted. She had so many questions about the things people around here were saying in front of a five-year-old and about how that same five-year-old could apparently tell that she thought Ivy was attractive. It was the barest of crushes. She seemed fun and nice and Kit enjoyed the limited time they’d spent together, and yes, Ivy was beautiful, but it wasn’t anything at all. They barely knew each other and Ivy was clearly dating her colleague, Rosie.
She put her free hand on Story’s shoulder and directed her through the crowd of holiday sweaters and red bows towards the kitchen. The Christmas music and sound of chatter were the softest of background tracks once they closed the door.
Kit sat Story on one of the stools and set about getting them both glasses of water.
“You don’t want to see Ms. Stringer?” Story asked as Kit placed her glass—one printed with snowmen—on the counter. “Did you have a fight?”
Kit downed her own water and placed her glass next to Story’s. “We didn’t fall out, but she’s not my girlfriend either. We’re just friends.”
“You don’t think she’s pretty?”
Kit did, but she wasn’t going to start discussing that with a child. “You can think your friends are pretty.” It was evasive, but she knew a five-year-old wouldn’t call her out.
“But Grammy says you’d be perfect together.”
Kit snorted. “I’m sure she does. Grammy gets very excited about things like that, but that doesn’t mean they all happen. Ms. Stringer and I are just friends.”
Story thought for a moment, turning both of their glasses around so she could look at all of the snowmen and Santa prints. “You mean like the time Grammy got excited that it was going to snow and she took out all of the snowshoes and the next day it was sunny instead?”
Kit had not been there for that event and nobody had ever mentioned it, so she didn’t actually know, but it sounded about right. “Exactly,” she said, promising herself that she’d ask Isabelle about it.
“Huh. Okay.” Story held her arms out for help getting down.
“You feeling a bit better?” Kit asked, taking in her still-flushed face.
“Yes. More cookies,” she squealed, throwing her arm out and charging from the room.
That child was not going to sleep tonight and was probably going to make herself sick if she continued to have uncontrolled access to cookies and hot chocolate.
Kit followed her out of the room and went to locate Isabelle. After all, it was Isabelle who would be stuck up all night with Story if this ended badly.
As she wound her way through the crowds, Winter Wonderland playing in the background, she finally spotted Ivy. She looked beautiful and festive in a soft white sweater that appeared to have golden threads weaved into it, glittering in the hundreds of fairy lights the room was lit by.
Kit paused for a moment, watching Ivy make herself a hot chocolate, adding whipped cream and caramel drizzle over the top before finishing with a shake of cinnamon and a tiny gingerbread cookie resting on the side of her mug. It was perfect in the same way that her classroom was. Ivy had an eye for design and Kit debated whether she would think the hot chocolate too pretty to consume or not. It was beautiful, but to not drink it would be a waste and an insult… It was a difficult choice.
She knew finding Isabelle was still of paramount importance, but she was wondering whether she could take a detour by Ivy right until the person next to her turned and laughed. Rosie was, of course, making a hot chocolate at the same time and they were now comparing their creations.
Ivy’s is better, Kit thought, only mildly surprised at the ferocity of her own mind. She didn’t dislike Rosie, but there was something about her that made Kit unhappy.
Rather than walking that way, she blocked out the sight of Rosie’s hand on Ivy’s arm and turned to continue looking for Isabelle. So long as Ivy was happy, that was all that mattered. And maybe, deep down, she did have a tiny little crush on Ivy, but it didn’t matter. They were friends, Ivy would be a wonderful friend to have when moving back here, and Kit knew all of the stuff she wrote wasn’t real. People didn’t come home for the holidays and fall for someone they felt an instant spark with and everything turned out… well, rosy. That wasn’t life.
She batted down the unsettled feeling in her chest and located Isabelle chatting with some of her friends, each of them looking every bit as hooked up on sugar as Story had.
When one of Isabelle’s friends Kit had known for a while grabbed her and screamed, “Hey, Kit. Kit’s here,” in her ear, she wondered whether one of them at least was enjoying something a little stronger than just cookies and hot chocolate.
She maneuvered out of the grasp and greeted them all briefly before addressing Isabelle directly, explaining the situation with Story.
“I told her no more than five cookies,” Isabelle said, rolling her eyes.
Kit frowned at her. She loved her sister, but this seemed pretty basic. “She’s five and at a party with everyone eating loads of cookies. Have you had less than five?”
Isabelle laughed. “Well, no, but I’m an adult.”
“You sure?” Kit teased. “I can go get Mom and send her over if you’d like?”
“Very funny. Just because you have self-control.”
“Come, now, I didn’t say that.” She waved her mug before Isabelle’s face. “This is my third cup.”
“Ah, same,” Isabelle said, raising her mug to Kit’s. “But let’s go find this child of mine before she throws up on Mom’s boss or something.”
It wouldn’t be the first time Story had thrown up on him, but she’d been about seven months old the first time so it had been much more expected and forgivable.
They wound their way through the crowd again, looking high and low for Story before Isabelle spotted her over by a tray of cookies. However, when they were almost upon her, Ivy stepped in front of Kit and stopped them in their tracks.
“Hello,” Ivy smiled. “You’re a hard woman to track down.”
Kit’s stomach swooped and she couldn’t decide whether the sensation was pleasant or unpleasant as Isabelle looked between them, a dangerous glint in her eye.
“Ms. Stringer, good to see you,” she said before looking up and pointing.
Ivy and Kit both followed her gaze and Kit decided the swooping was definitely unpleasant. She hadn’t even known her mother had put anything up there.
“Oh, look,” Isabelle said, faux surprised. “Mistletoe. Well, I’ll leave you two to it. Got to go save my child from too much sugar.”




Nine
Ivy’s breath caught as she stared at the back of Isabelle’s retreating form. Had she been so obvious that the whole town knew she had the tiniest crush on Kit?
Did Kit know?
Her eyes were wide as Kit looked back at her, completely at a loss of what to say from the way her jaw was flexing but no noise escaped.
They stared at each other for an indeterminate amount of time, both scrambling for something to say. What was there to say in such a situation? Yes, Ivy wanted to kiss her, but she did not want it happening in the middle of the Gunderson hot chocolate party with a million guests and a mug in her hand and it only happening because of a ridiculous sprig of mistletoe.
Unthinkingly, she took a step closer to Kit. She had no idea what she was thinking, her feet just moved, independent of her mind. However, when she was closer to Kit, she saw the spark that flashed through her eyes and made Ivy wonder whether this wasn’t the worst idea ever. But, of course, it was.
Something akin to a noise escaped from Kit’s mouth and Ivy wondered for one bright, shiny moment whether they might actually kiss.
Then, someone bumped into her side and laughed loudly.
She tore her eyes from Kit to see Rosie beside them. Never before had she been so unhappy to see the woman, but never before had she been so close to kissing Kit either.
“Do you two know there’s mistletoe? Kiss,” Rosie said, looking up.
Ivy knew it was the right thing to do. Now that she looked, there was mistletoe all over the place and nobody else seemed to be putting up a fight. It would surely look weird if she didn’t.
“Wouldn’t that be kind of weird?” Kit asked, looking from Ivy to Rosie and back again with an intensity Ivy didn’t understand.
“Why would it be weird?” Rosie asked. “I kissed like three guys on my way over to you. It’s just mistletoe, it’s not like you’re getting married.”
Kit didn’t look any less confused than when she’d asked the question. Ivy supposed it was odd to kiss your niece’s teacher, especially at a party said niece was attending. Extra especially when the teacher in question might not hate it if the mistletoe did marry you off…
When neither of them moved or spoke, Rosie laughed. “Here, I’ll get you started.”
Before Ivy could fully make sense of the words, Rosie was moving towards Kit and Ivy found herself begging that she wouldn’t go for the lips.
As Kit stood stiffly, Rosie pressed a quick kiss to her cheek before rounding on Ivy and doing the same thing.
Well, it wasn’t as bad as Ivy had imagined, but it also wasn’t great. This wasn’t the first time Ivy had met mistletoe, she wasn’t usually this awkward, but she didn’t want to think about what was different this time.
“Now you two go,” Rosie said, gesturing to the pair of them.
It must have been obvious even to Kit, who barely knew Rosie, that she wasn’t going to let them get away without kissing. The frantic, cornered raccoon look on Kit’s face confirmed that.
It’s just a peck on the cheek, Ivy told herself. A ridiculous part of her brain was wondering whether this might forever be her first kiss with Kit, that maybe there was a possibility for more kisses in the future, but that this would always be the first. She knew it was just wishful thinking but she couldn’t turn the thought off.
She moved towards Kit, placing one hand on Kit’s shoulder in a safe, friendly position, but her heart pounded and her stomach dropped the closer together their faces came. It would be so easy to just kiss.
Right as Ivy was pressing her lips to Kit’s cheek, Kit moved slightly, causing the edges of their mouths to just barely brush. It was one of the most chaste kisses Ivy had ever had, but she still felt like she might faint from the rush of feeling and energy that zapped through her.
She closed her eyes for one second, luxuriating in the sensation of Kit pressed against her, before she pulled back, avoiding Kit’s gaze like her life depended on it.
Instead, she looked at Rosie. “And there we go. All of our mistletoe requirements taken care of.”
“Good thing too. I’ve heard not kissing under the mistletoe is worse bad luck than breaking a mirror,” Rosie said, still grinning widely, but seemingly serious, even if the two of them had been unaware of the mistletoe up to this point and must have missed a lot of kisses.
Kit frowned, finally seeming to snap out of her stupor. “I don’t think that’s a thing.”
“I’m pretty sure it—”
“Ms. Stringer,” Story yelled, muscling into the middle of their little group. “I knew Aunt Kit thought you were pretty.”
Ivy glanced at Kit reflexively. She was bright red, but it was impossible to say which part of the absurd situation they found themselves in was responsible.
Before any of the adults could respond, Story began bouncing and thrust her arms up into the air, waving a stuffed cat in one hand and a rabbit in the other.
“Mr. Whiskers and Mr. Whiskers, I assume?” Ivy asked, smiling down at Story, who had definitely had too much sugar based on how she was jumping around.
“Yes. Did you meet Mrs. Kanterova yet? She’s here. You saw her, right, Aunt Kit?”
Kit watched Story with concern, almost waiting for her to crash and ready to catch her when she did. “I did, yes. She told me the whole murderous story.”
Ivy laughed, more when she saw the confused look on Rosie’s face, but with a five-year-old that worked up, the topic of conversation didn’t stick around long enough for either of them to explain.
“Ms. Stringer, you know how to ski, right?” she asked, handing her animals to Kit.
“I do, yes…?”
“You should take Aunt Kit. She was talking this morning about not knowing how.”
Ivy sucked in a breath. She was getting set up by a child, she just didn’t fully understand how.
“Oh, Story, no—” Kit started before Rosie cut her off.
“Hold up. You grew up in Beaumont and you don’t know how to ski? How is that possible?”
Kit shot Rosie another one of those slightly off looks. Ivy at least understood it this time. There were a million reasons Kit might not have learned to ski and Rosie’s tone was not the best.
“It’s not like Beaumont is the big skiing town in the area,” Kit hedged.
“No, but it’s close enough. I assumed everyone who grew up here learned to ski as soon as they learned to walk.”
“Well, evidently, I did not.” She rolled her eyes before looking at Ivy and softening slightly. It was so subtle Ivy doubted Rosie would even notice. “You don’t have to take me. It seems someone had so much sugar, she forgot her manners.” She brushed a hand over Story’s hair, smiling warmly when she leaned back against Kit’s legs, looking up at her aunt.
Without really thinking the consequences through, Ivy decided to plow on. “It’s really okay. If you want to learn a little, I can take you. I mean, we could go tomorrow, if you wanted? I’m free.”
“Are you sure that would be okay?” Kit replied before Ivy had time to wonder whether she was coming on too strong. Her eyes shifted between Ivy and Rosie. “It wouldn’t cause any problems or difficulties?”
Ivy couldn’t think of a single issue taking Kit skiing could cause beyond messing with her silly gay heart but, since it obviously mattered to Kit, she shook her head. “None at all. I promise it will be great and you’ll have a wonderful time. I have a season pass, so you don’t even need to worry that you’re costing me anything. In fact, it’s more the opposite—helping me get my money’s worth.”
Kit shot another cautious look at Rosie before saying, “Well, if you’re sure it’s okay, I am free tomorrow.”
“Great. Tomorrow it is.”
“You can have your cookie now,” Story said and flung a hand into the air with such vigor Ivy was glad she wasn’t any shorter or a sugar cookie and a child just might have broken her nose.
She was so used to children that she didn’t show anything but thanks on her face as she took in the glittering cookie clasped in Story’s sticky little hand. Kit, however, was not about to let her get away with that.
“Story,” she said, kind but firm, “do we think it’s nice to give Ms. Stringer a cookie you’ve had your hands all over?”
“But we used our hands to make them,” she replied, looking up at her aunt.
“We did,” Kit agreed. “But remember how we washed our hands and were very careful to keep everything clean and tidy?”
Story’s brow puckered as she thought. “Oh. Right.”
Kit grinned. “And if I’m not mistaken, I can see at least three different cookies and hot chocolate on your hands here.”
Story quickly hid her hands behind her back. “No,” she giggled, drawing the word out. “I’m clean. I promise.”
“Oh, are you?”
Ivy watched, her insides melting, as Kit held her hands out, wiggling her fingers and slowly approaching Story, who giggled and squealed as her aunt scooped her up and whisked her from the room to clean her up.
“We’ll be back with a clean cookie,” Story called through her laughter over Kit’s shoulder.
“You like her,” Rosie accused once Kit disappeared from view.
“No, I don’t,” Ivy replied automatically. “Uh. Who?”
“Very funny. You so like her.”
“Yes, she does,” Jacob said, sliding up alongside them with Paulo. “She’s just having a hard time openly admitting it. Took me two hot chocolates and a panini to get it out of her at Jupiter’s last night.”
“Oh, my god,” Rosie said. “They make the best chocolate orange muffin.”
“Right?”
“Right. But tell us all about it. Ivy likes Kit?”
“You know I’m standing right here?” Ivy said, grimacing through her mortification.
“They do know that,” Paulo said. “But since you’re being very cagey about your obvious crush on her, what do you expect?”
“We only met like a week ago.”
“So? You’re a lesbian. That’s like a year in lesbian time, right?”
Ivy scowled. “You know time is pretty universal, right?”
“You know what I mean. We all know about the whole U-Hauling thing. Lesbians move fast.”
“Not all of them.”
“Agreed, but that’s irrelevant in this case,” Jacob said, rubbing Ivy’s arm soothingly. “You like Kit and we’re pretty sure she likes you too. That kiss was too awkward for it not to be something.”
Ivy felt her whole body cringe. “Can you stop watching me when I’m just living my life? It’s getting creepy.”
The others laughed.
“You’re just upset because it makes it hard to pretend like you aren’t besotted with her when I catch you being all cute together,” Jacob said.
“We’re not being cute together—”
“Oh my god,” Rosie laughed, looking straight at Jacob and Paulo. “What are you doing tomorrow?”
“Nothing. Why?” they said at the same time before grinning adorably at each other.
“Because she’s taking Kit skiing and Kit doesn’t know how. Can you imagine how cute and romantic that’s going to be?”
Jacob clapped his hands together excitedly. “Oh my god. Adorable. We have to see that. You going to kiss all of her boo-boos better?”
Ivy rolled her eyes. “No, I’m not. And you’re not invited. We haven’t even agreed on a time and there’s zero chance I’m telling any of you when it is because the last thing I need is you lot wading in.”
“Oh,” Paulo cooed. “She’s getting defensive. She really likes her.”
“She does,” Jacob agreed. “And it’s going to be the perfect wintery setting for the dream romance, Ivy. Just imagine it: snowy weather, holding hands to keep her up, looking after her when she falls, apres-ski hot drinks… It’s your dream come true.”
“It’s two friends going skiing. We’ve skied together,” Ivy told them, scowling.
“We have but you don’t want to sleep with me. Oh, I can just imagine you two rolling around in the snow.”
“If you’re going to keep this up, I need more hot chocolate.” She turned back to the table, trying valiantly not to hear them speculating about her and Kit and a million different ways they could end up kissing in the snow. And she tried even harder not to imagine how much she would love all of them.




Ten
Kit wasn’t nervous, she wasn’t nervous at all. She was drinking chamomile tea because she liked the flavor and not because she needed something soothing.
Except she wasn’t sure she liked the flavor at all.
She was staring at her cup, wishing she’d gone for her usual peppermint tea, when her mom wandered in and paused, sniffing.
“Chamomile? Interesting choice.” There was a hint of a smirk on her face that Kit did not enjoy.
“No, Mother. Sausage casserole would be an interesting choice of tea, chamomile is very regular,” she replied, shooting her mom a quick look.
Caroline laughed and moved towards the kettle, filling it up and boiling it again. “That would be an odd choice for sure, but this one is no less interesting.”
Kit sighed. She knew there was no way she was getting out of it, especially not after the grilling she’d gotten from the rest of the Gunderson household after the party. Isabelle had decided the first topic of conversation while they cleaned up needed to be her leaving Kit and Ivy under the mistletoe. Ever her mother’s daughter, Story had jumped in to announce she’d told Ivy to take Kit skiing, and Kit was forced to tell them all that yes, she had gotten Ivy’s number, and yes, they were going skiing, but no, that did not mean they were anything other than friends.
But now, she was sitting in the kitchen, ready over an hour early and nursing a chamomile tea to calm her nerves. She knew that looked incriminating.
“Any chance this is to help you calm your nerves before your date with Ivy Stringer?” her mom said with a very over-the-top and uncomfortable wink. Kit hoped she never did that again.
“It’s not a date.”
“Just because you’re refusing to call it that, doesn’t mean it’s not one.”
“You went out for coffee with Mrs. Chen last weekend. Was that a date?”
Caroline rolled her eyes. “Yes, dear. I have decided to take up with Mrs. Chen from next door. Her husband is thrilled for us, my sexuality changed, and all it took was a cup of coffee at Jupiter’s.”
“Hilarious, Mother.”
Kit watched her mom take a mug and a teabag from the cupboard, pour the water, and fill the room with the fresh, crisp, wintery scent of peppermint tea. It was such a sweet, pleasant aroma. Kit wished again she’d gone for that instead of her ridiculous attempt at a relaxing chamomile.
“Here,” Caroline said, reaching across the kitchen island to place the freshly brewed tea in front of Kit. “You look like you might enjoy this more.”
Kit smiled affectionately as Caroline took the remaining three-quarters of chamomile tea for herself. It was very hard to be annoyed when her mom was being so lovely.
She took a tiny sip of the peppermint tea, knowing it was too hot and had not finished brewing but desperate for the sparkling taste. Even that minuscule amount soothed her more than the quarter cup of chamomile had.
“It’s really not a date,” Kit said when she opened her eyes from savoring the tea to find Caroline watching her.
She tilted her head. “I’m sure it could be. Ivy’s lovely and you clearly get along.”
“We’ve known each other for a week, Mom. That's hardly enough time to know anything.”
“Firstly, that’s not true, you can know plenty in a week. Believe me, I’ve watched whole relationships come and go in a week.”
“That’s because you teach college kids where everything is different.”
“Be that as it may, it’s still true. And secondly, that’s what dating is for. Regardless of how you feel about the one week thing, you can absolutely know whether you’re attracted to her in a week. Which, for the record, I think you are. Now you date. You get to know each other, develop a deeper bond, have amazing sex. Or have crap sex and call it off.”
“Ew. Mom. Can you not?”
“I’m just saying.”
“Maybe don’t.” Kit gestured wildly with her hands, careful not to knock her tea over. “I don’t need to know about your approach to sex and dating, thanks.”
“Darling, sex is a perfectly healthy part of relationships for couples who want that.”
Kit closed her eyes again, this time shaking her head in an attempt to shake this conversation out of existence. “You realize you teach literature, right? Not psychology or sociology or…”
“Sexology?” Caroline snickered into her mug.
“Wow. Yes. That. Thank you, Mom. Thank you so much for that particular mental image.”
“I’m just saying,” she said through laughter, “you’ve decided to come home, you’re ready for some big changes in your life, for settling down, for finding love. It’s okay to do that, but you need to let it in. And I think Ivy would be a wonderful choice.”
“She’s my niece’s teacher.”
“So? Beaumont might not be that small overall, but it’s not New York or LA. Chances are that people are going to be connected to someone you know in some capacity. It’s not like Story is your daughter and you’re dating your daughter’s teacher.”
Kit shuddered. There was another mental image she didn’t need. She supposed that at least they had the benefit of distracting her from her earlier nerves, though she wasn’t sure she wanted to go on a… hangout with Ivy with all of this in her head either.
Apparently, Ivy felt otherwise.
As Kit was staring at her mother, there was a cute, rhythmic knocking on the front door that just screamed Ivy and caused Caroline to grin.
“Just give it a shot,” she said, walking past Kit to go answer the door.
She was almost all the way there before Kit realized she was letting her mother answer the door to her date—not a date. She downed her tea, almost choking in the process, before racing down the hall towards her mother, arriving at the front door as Caroline opened it and revealed a sprinting Kit to Ivy.
Great. Cool. Grand. Just what she needed.
Ivy laughed, the sound like a twinkling jingle bell that made Kit feel like all of her Christmasses were coming at once. “Eager to get skiing, huh?”
Caroline shot Kit a look. “Oh, yes, been positively bouncing out of her seat in here.”
Kit took a deep breath, told herself none of that happened, and smiled at Ivy. “Totally. So let’s go.”
She was excited to go, but she was more nervous about Caroline potentially inviting Ivy in and using the opportunity to grill her or give away all of Kit’s secrets or something equally mortifying.
Ivy looked amused but didn’t argue. She simply led the way back to her car.
As she climbed into the passenger seat, Kit caught sight of Isabelle chatting with Mrs. Kanterova across the street. Both of them were wrapped up in big coats, scarves, and hats as they watched Story play with one of Mrs. Kanterova’s grandchildren. Kit scanned the yard for them and spotted a small Indian boy pop out from behind a bush followed by Story. She loved the adorable image of him and Story playing together, each with a mini baby carrier strapped to their chest, a Mr. Whiskers in each.
Even through her nerves at being alone with Ivy and worrying about breaking a leg while attempting to ski, another shot of feeling like she had arrived home flooded through Kit. Every little thing she saw around Beaumont felt right, as though it had been calling her, waiting for her to come home, and here she was, pulling out of her mother’s driveway with Ivy Stringer, waving to the neighbors from a car loaded with ski stuff. Her life had never felt more right.
It was only as Ivy seemed to register what was playing in the car, gasped, and slammed the off button on the stereo that Kit’s brain fully understood what she’d been hearing.
She looked away from the street to grin at Ivy. “One Week at Christmas?” she laughed, referencing her own Christmas novella from the previous year.
Ivy kept her eyes resolutely on the road, hands gripping the steering wheel tightly. “Look, I’m just a huge Ivy Winters fan, okay?”
Kit laughed. She wondered whether it was weird that they still hadn’t named that she was Ivy Winters, that they acted like they were two completely different people. However, given Ivy’s embarrassment at being caught listening to the audiobook, Kit figured it was not the time to bring that up. They both knew the reality of the situation, maybe keeping Kit and her author persona separate helped them navigate whatever it was they were doing together, and that was something Kit could handle.
“I was listening to it on the way over. I forgot my phone would just reconnect the minute we got back in the car.” She shook her head. “I don’t want you to think I’m just some sapphic romance addict and that’s why… we’re… you know… friends.”
That made sense too.
“I don’t think that,” Kit assured her. “But, I promise, once you see me ski, you might not think I’m quite so cool anymore.”
Ivy laughed, relieved, the slightly frantic edge gone from her tone. “I’m sure you’ll take to it like a duck to water.”
“I’m sure I won’t.”
Kit was right.
After two hours on the babiest of slopes, Kit could still barely stand alone. It turned out, your center of gravity was of huge importance when you skied and Kit had never given hers enough thought to know how to move it correctly. She always went too far or not far enough and ended up falling down. Meanwhile, kids half her age came through and were almost instantly up and about.
After another fall into the cold snow, Kit needed a minute and just lay on the ground, staring up at the darkening sky.
Ivy’s face, tucked into a hat and helmet and goggles appeared in her vision from above her. “How are you doing?”
“I am so great. Master of skiing, absolute natural, just totally loving it.”
Ivy giggled and gracefully fell to the floor beside her. “Hey, you tried something new and gave it your best shot. It’s not always easy the first time but you’re learning, growing, and improving.”
Kit looked at her, hoping the sheer amount of ski gear she had on hid how soft she was. “You must be an amazing teacher.”
“Oh. Uh. I try, you know. They’re just kids and they deserve to know someone believes in them. School can be hard and it has a whole narrative around it. If I can start them off strong, that’s important.”
Ivy was more and more like that feeling of coming home the more time Kit spent with her. She was an amazing person.
Kit watched her as she looked around at the skiers passing by them. She was also really beautiful and absolutely adorable in her ski mask.
“How are you feeling? Any bruises?” Ivy asked eventually.
Kit laughed. “Can I be cliche and use the whole line about it only being my ego?”
“You can be anything you want,” Ivy chuckled. “But, if you’re not physically injured, I have something I think might be a little more your speed?”
Kit sat up. “Tell me more.”
Ivy pointed to a steeper hill than the one they’d been skiing. For one wild moment, Kit thought she was taking the push them in at the deep end approach and was wondering how quickly she could run away with skis still attached to her feet.
Even behind the mask, it must have been obvious what she was thinking because Ivy laughed, leaned in closer, and said, “Sledding.”
At the party, they’d been closer, Ivy’s lips barely brushing against the corner of Kit’s—she’d relived the memory a million times already—but something about Ivy leaning into her sent a shot of heat through her completely overwhelmed body in the best way. She couldn’t help but wonder whether it might only be one sled that they would share, her arms wrapped around Ivy as the wind rushed by them…
“Sounds great,” she said, immediately moving to try to get up, having no idea how to navigate her skis, and ending up collapsing back onto the ground.
“Come here, trouble, I’ll help,” Ivy said, moving to help free Kit from the skis. “I guess we’re never going skiing again, then?”
The question was light, friendly, but Kit was still thrilled at the idea that Ivy would want to hang out with her alone again.
“We can,” she replied, as casually as she could muster while her heart beat out of her chest. “So long as you enjoy the littlest slope and me falling down a lot.”
Ivy waited until she was standing up, striding away from Kit before she said, “I enjoy you,” and Kit’s heart felt like it might burst.
She ran after Ivy, towards the sledding slope, feeling like she could hit the highest run on the mountain and ski down successfully. Logically, she knew she couldn’t, but Ivy made her feel like impossible things might be possible and she loved that. She’d never realized someone could make you feel like that. Now that she had it, she didn’t hate it, she just didn’t know what to do with it, other than to hold on tight and sled.


∞∞∞
 
Kit watched Ivy move around her mother’s kitchen like she belonged there. For someone who had only been in the house once before, she was oddly at ease and seemed to know just where everything was.
Kit didn’t mind.
She shook herself out of watching Ivy dice potatoes and concentrated on the carrots she was preparing, but she couldn’t shake the warm sensation that bubbled in her veins at how right it felt to be there, cooking together.
Ivy looked up, glancing at the stove before grinning at Kit. “You sure you know what you’re doing with this stock?”
“Do I look like a rookie to you?” Kit laughed. “I might not know skiing but I do know stock. I promise it will be wonderful. You’ll see.”
“I’m sure I will. And if it’s awful, do I just pretend it never happened?”
Kit pointed the vegetable peeler at her. “I will not stand for this slander of my skills. When you eat this soup and see how excellent the stock is, I will also be waiting for you to eat your words.”
“Oh, alphabet soup, is it?” Ivy asked before pressing her lips together to avoid laughing.
Kit tried hard not to think it, but Ivy really was the cutest, funniest person Kit had ever met. Everything about her pulled Kit in, and the way they whirled around each other in the kitchen, like they were meant to be there together, made it difficult to imagine ever doing this again without her.
“You’re very funny,” Kit told her, rolling her eyes and refusing to own just how hilarious she thought Ivy actually was.
Ivy giggled like she knew without being told and went back to the potatoes.
Despite her misgivings, when the time came to actually use their homemade stock, Ivy sidled up close to Kit and breathed it in with a blissful look on her face.
Kit’s heart raced at the sight and she looked anywhere but directly at her. “Come around, have you?” she asked, attempting to keep her voice casual.
“Maybe,” Ivy said with a smile, her eyes still closed from smelling the stock.
“Looks like more than a maybe,” Kit said, her heart still uncomfortably fast in her chest.
Ivy straightened up, coming too close to Kit’s face, and looked her straight in the eyes. Their arms pressed together and the air between them seemed to buzz with anticipation.
“It’s definitely more than a maybe,” Ivy said, her voice low, and Kit wasn’t entirely sure they were talking about the stock anymore.
She stared into Ivy’s eyes, the sense of her limbs turning to jello taking her over, the silence between them growing longer and longer, saying more and more. The ache in her gut became something so much more than hunger.
Ivy’s lips turned up in a serene smile, a blush coloring her cheeks. They both leaned in closer to each other. Kit’s breath caught.
“Yay, soup,” Story yelled from behind them, causing Kit to yelp and jump in surprise.
Ivy stepped back, looking away from Kit hurriedly.
Kit had no idea what had just happened, but she did know her niece was laughing at her and that was not what she needed.
“Hello, Story,” Ivy said, recovering quicker than Kit and convincing her that she’d imagined the whole thing. “How are you?”
“I’m so excited. Aunt Kit makes the best soup. Momma says it’s because she makes amazing stock.”
Ivy looked back at Kit. “So I’ve heard.”
Kit met her gaze nervously, laughing for Story’s benefit while hoping desperately that Ivy couldn’t hear how the sound was off. “Told you it was better than a maybe.”
Ivy’s eyes flashed in a way that Kit didn’t understand but which made her stomach swoop. “That you did,” she laughed.
Kit looked at her niece, spinning around with her arms spread wide. Story looked how Kit felt.
She had no idea what had just happened but she knew she needed not to feel like that around Ivy. It was a dangerous road to go down and one she absolutely would not walk with someone else’s girlfriend. No matter how she felt.




Eleven
Ivy stared at the lunch on the table before her. The winter vegetable soup she’d made with Kit on Sunday evening after skiing, the feeling of Kit’s arms around her as Ivy pressed back into her body burned into her mind. Her mind had been filled with the sensation of everything in the world fading away until it was just the pair of them in a perfect, snowglobe-worthy moment. Snickerdoodles that she’d made with Kit on Tuesday after they’d gone to La Cantina and not had the holiday tacos. Winter herbed bread Kit had made with Story and Isabelle and brought over for her on Wednesday after another evening of winter production efforts.
Jacob dropped into the chair across from her. “Why are you looking at your lunch like it killed your mother?”
She laughed. “You know I don’t speak to my mother. For all I know, it did.”
He raised an eyebrow. “What do you think got her—the soup or the snickerdoodle?”
“Oh, the snickerdoodle for sure. She never liked soup.”
He nodded mock-solemnly. “Snickerdoodle, we hardly knew ye.”
Ivy shook her head and laughed, looking up at him properly. “Hello, Jacob.”
“Hello, Ivy. Thank you for joining me on this delightful Friday lunchtime. Care to share what’s bothering you?”
She chewed her lip as she tore a chunk from her bread. “I’ve spent every night this week with Kit.”
“Yes, I know. Wait, you—” He froze, his sandwich half-unwrapped, and looked at Ivy intently, his jaw flexing. “Do you mean you’ve spent every night with her like every night?”
Ivy frowned at the way he wiggled his eyebrows suggestively. If she’d meant that, she absolutely would not have brought it up in the staffroom at work. “No, not that. Just that we’ve hung out every night. She has stayed over a couple of times, but solely as friends.”
“Uh-huh. The kinds of friends who have sex?”
Ivy looked around quickly to ensure nobody else heard that. “No. The kind of friends who just sleep at each other’s homes.”
“Like kids with hair braiding and stuff?”
It wasn’t at all like that. If anything, it was closer to his initial suggestion, but she wasn’t telling him that. He did not need to know that over hot chocolates and peppermint bark, she and Kit had watched one too many Christmas movies and decided to talk about their kinks. He also didn’t need to know that when they woke up this morning—having both fallen asleep in Ivy’s bed—that nothing felt weird or different. There had simply been an amplification of the nervous, excited energy Ivy always felt around Kit.
“No,” she said, thinking carefully. “We just talk about everything—our lives, our hopes, our jobs, everything. We cook, we watch movies, we… snuggle under blankets to stay warm. The usual stuff.”
He frowned at her as if she were oblivious. “So you’re not sleeping together but you are married? Got it.”
Ivy choked on her soup. “What? Jacob. We’re not married. We’re just friends.”
“No, dear. We’re friends and we don’t do that. You two are so married it’s ridiculous.” He went to take another bite of his sandwich, pausing when it was close to his mouth. “But if you two talk about work, does that mean you figured out which Katherine she is? Have you read her books?”
“Oh, yes.” Ivy lit up. She’d entirely forgotten to tell him. “On Monday, I was over at her mom’s place. In her bathroom, there was a pile of Katherine Gold novels, so I’m pretty sure it’s her.”
“Katherine Gunderson, Katherine Gold… makes sense. She any good?”
“Yeah, she’s not bad. I’d read a couple before, but I downloaded her latest one after finding out. Cute, Christmassy, not bad.”
“Not bad? But not as good as Ivy Winters?”
Ivy groaned. Logically, she knew Kit didn’t have to be her favorite author—that perhaps it was better that way—but part of her still wanted to love Kit’s books the most.
“Not as good as Ivy Winters,” she acquiesced eventually, hanging her head over her soup.
Jacob reached across the table, patting her hand sympathetically. “They can’t all be Ivy Winters. And you’ve loved her since she started, of course she’s still your favorite. I’m sure Kit will understand.”
Ivy was sure she would too. She had been mortified when they’d gotten into the car and her Ivy Winters audiobook had started playing, but Kit had been a good sport and hadn’t once teased her over it. She got the feeling Kit would be more than okay with Ivy not weirdly worshipping the ground she wrote on.
But there was still a tiny bit of her that wanted it to be different. She knew Kit was now her favorite author because she was Kit and they were… something. And she really was a good writer, so she’d be able to truly say that Kit was her favorite author. She just wondered why Ivy Winters’ books had to be quite so good, why they had to speak to her the way they did.
“I assume she’ll be here again tonight?” Jacob asked, pulling Ivy from her reverie.
“Of course. Last night of set prep, she wouldn’t miss it. Hopefully, neither will any of the other volunteers. We’re going to need all hands on deck.”
He pursed his lips and nodded. “I’ll look forward to watching you two flirt for two hours then, shall I? All while Kit sends eye daggers at poor Rosie.”
Ivy frowned at him. “What?”
“Oh, come on. You have to have noticed. She’s not exactly subtle.”
Ivy had known Kit wasn’t keen on Rosie, but she didn’t think it was that bad. Kit was civil when they interacted, there was just something about Rosie that seemed to rub Kit up the wrong way.
When she didn’t respond, just staring at Jacob, he laughed. “Seriously? I know you’re not this oblivious in your classroom, but give you a pretty girl and you’ve got no clue?”
“What are you talking about?”
“Ivy, friend, Kit has a massive crush on you and she dislikes Rosie because she thinks the two of you are together.”
Ivy sagged back in her chair—one of the mismatched ones that the staffroom had collected over the years. “That’s not true. She’s… no. We’re just friends. And why would she think something’s going on with Rosie? I’ve been with her every night this week. When would I even have time for Rosie? No. You’re wrong.”
“I’m sure it’s hard for you to accept that you’re potentially getting your happily ever after, especially with someone who writes your favorite kinds of happily ever afters, but Kit Gunderson has a massive crush on you and she’s been watching Rosie around you since you clattered into that hall and knocked me and a million pizzas flying.”
“It wasn’t a million…” Ivy replied, her mind whirring through the possibilities.
“Yes, that was the takeaway I was hoping you’d focus on.” He rolled his eyes.
“But… but… but… no. She can’t. That’s not... No.”
“Wow. Oblivious in the extreme. She’s spent every night this week with you being all cute and coupley and Christmassy. I’d bet a hundred bucks that when you snuggle up to watch movies under the same blanket, your legs are all tangled together and stuff, right?”
Ivy knew she was blushing. “Well, yes. But that’s just because the blanket is only so big.”
“Sure it is. If you were watching a movie with Rosie, would you share it with her in the same way?”
“Oh… No, probably not.”
He looked at her seriously. “Exactly. So do yourself a favor and figure out a way to let Kit know that.”
“Oh. Kit. Right. Kit. Yes.”
Ivy stared at her lunch again. Soup from Kit. Bread from Kit. Cookies from Kit…
Was it possible that Kit… that she and Kit…?
She’d spent so long reading romance novels and imagining what it might be like if it ever happened to her, it never occurred to her that she might be living it and not realize. But there it was. All the things they’d done together, all the cute little interactions and moments, stolen gazes, that awkward mistletoe kiss… all of it screamed romance when someone pointed it out to her.
Suddenly, she had no idea how she was going to make it to 6 pm, or how she was going to face Kit when it finally rolled around.


∞∞∞
 
Ivy’s gaze flicked to the hall doors every time someone came in, her heart jumping at the thought that it might be Kit.
“Do you think it will be weird?” she asked Jacob.
He looked her over. “Only because you’re making it weird.”
“I am not.” She half-swatted his direction.
“You really are. You’ve slept in the same bed, but here you are, looking like a jumpy mouse ready to be spooked. She already likes you, just be yourself.”
“Yes, but there’s myself and there’s myself when Kit might like me.”
“She definitely likes you, but you’re definitely going to scare her like this.”
“You don’t understand…”
He put his hands on her shoulders to hold her in place, grounding her. “Believe me, I do. We are all silly fools when the person it feels that easy and right with finally rocks up. And you’ve been waiting for this, to feel seen the way she sees you. I get it, but do try to calm down, be yourself, and let her know you aren’t with Rosie. I’m sure the rest will fall into place.”
Ivy glanced away from his intense focus. “Oh, god. She’s here.”
Jacob muttered to himself but Ivy barely heard it. She was fixed on Kit smiling at her like she’d hung the sun. Her parka was dusted with snowflakes that were rapidly melting as she walked through the hall towards Ivy.
“Hey,” Kit said to her before looking at Jacob. “Hello.”
They waited for Ivy to speak but no words came.
Kit didn’t know, she couldn’t tell, she just thought everything was the same as it had always been. But maybe Ivy was the one who didn't know how things had always been.
“Hey, Kit,” Jacob said pointedly when Ivy still didn’t speak. “Drive over okay?”
“Oh, yeah, good,” she said, looking from Ivy to Jacob, concern slightly touching her features. “I’m sure the way out will be tougher. The snow’s picking up.”
“For sure,” Jacob nodded, looking towards the large windows in the hall.
Outside, the night was illuminated by heavy, snow-laden clouds. The flakes falling from them were getting bigger and faster the further they got into the evening. The ground outside the hall looked pristine and untouched under the fresh layer of snow, no sign of the foot traffic from dismissal evident.
“Hello, everyone,” Robin called from the front of the room. “Welcome to our final preparatory session for the winter concert.”
The three of them turned to listen, Ivy’s side alive with nervous energy from where she was almost brushing against Kit, made worse when Kit leaned in towards her ear and whispered, “Are you okay?”
Ivy knew they were supposed to be listening to Robin thank them for their help and discuss what they needed to do tonight to finish the sets up and get everything in the hall ready for next week, but all she could think about was Kit. They were so great together, Kit was everything she’d ever wanted, and Jacob thought Kit wanted her back.
“I’m not dating Rosie,” she whispered back. “I never was. Never will do.”
She felt the whoosh of Kit’s breath as she exhaled in surprise. It lit her up more than it should have. They were at school and still had at least two hours of volunteer work ahead of them.
“That’s, uh… great. Yeah, great. Very… good to know. Thank you.” Kit sounded how Ivy felt—confused, hopeful, excited, nervous. Ivy knew she’d never felt anything like it and she wondered whether Kit had.
Ivy nodded, her mouth was dry, her stomach somehow upside down, everything seemed out of place and more in focus and entirely irrelevant and so important she hoped she’d never forget it…
She’d never felt anything like this before.
“Ivy,” Robin called, startling her and causing Kit to jump away from her.
“Yes?” she called back, hoping nobody else could hear how unsteady her voice sounded.
“You’ll help Jacob and the papier-mâché crew string up the stars.”
“Sounds good.”
She had no idea how it sounded. She barely knew what he’d even said. Gus caught her eye from over by the tables laid with stars upon stars of papier-mâché and gave her a thumbs up. She managed a lukewarm smile in response.
“I’m not on papier-mâché,” Kit whispered into her ear, making her shudder. “So I guess I’ll see you later?”
Ivy nodded mechanically. Hang stars now, deal with the Kit thing later. That was easier said than done when every single part of her was focused on Kit with razor-sharp precision.




Twelve
Kit moved on autopilot, carrying one side of a painted tree. She remembered the guy on the other side telling her his name, she just couldn’t remember what it was. It seemed that after Ivy told her there was nothing going on with Rosie, Kit’s brain had suddenly stopped processing information.
If truth be told, Kit had been beginning to suspect she might have been wrong about her read on their relationship, especially as she’d lounged on Ivy’s bed last night, listening to Ivy’s kinks and listing her own. Spending every night this week together had already been a hint, but even Kit wasn’t foolish enough to miss the fact that people did not usually get into bed with a friend and talk about their kinks like that.
She’d been looking forward to another night together, was even wondering whether she should muster up her courage and tell Ivy that she was coming back to Beaumont permanently and thought they might have something… And then Ivy had very pointedly told her she was not with Rosie. The implication had been clear. It opened a door they’d both been waiting at, and now they had to pretend things were fine. Kit was moving wooden sets about while acting like her feelings weren’t clawing at her insides.
Her eyes strayed across the stage towards where Ivy was holding a giant papier-mâché star and looking right back at her.
The room seemed to shrink ten sizes around Kit, the other people disappearing, the only thing that mattered was Ivy. Kit imagined the two of them walking to each other against the soft blue and white dreamscape of the production, meeting in the middle, taking Ivy’s face in her hands, kissing her…
She had spent so long thinking the things she wrote only existed in fiction, yet here she was imagining the most romantic Christmas scenes her brain could muster. Had she known that there was a teacher in her hometown just waiting to show her all of the things she imagined in fiction could be her life, she might have come back sooner.
The tree she was holding jerked in her grasp and broke her intense moment with Ivy, who looked equally surprised to find the rest of the world still around them.
“Sorry,” Kit said, moving to help position the tree again.
“You okay over there?” the guy whose name she still couldn’t remember asked. “You look spaced out.”
“Oh. Yeah. Sorry. I’m… good,” she replied, wondering whether that encapsulated what she was feeling.
They put the tree in place and he turned to look at Kit. “Lovestruck, huh?”
She felt her face flame immediately. “What? No. Uh. No, no. Just…”
He watched her, disbelieving. “You look how I look in pictures from early days with my wife. Whoever they are, if they make you feel like that, don’t let them go.”
Kit nodded mechanically. It felt like that, but maybe it was too soon? She supposed they had been on a fairly continuous date since Sunday, and she had friends who had known things were serious after one ten-hour date. Maybe it wasn’t so ridiculous to feel like she knew she wanted more with Ivy.
She shook her head. Never in a million years had she imagined she’d turn into one of the certain, swooning characters in her books, but it just felt right with Ivy, everything clicked, just like when she was in Beaumont. Everything here was right. It was home. And, potentially, so was Ivy.
With a million ways of saying a million important things swirling in her brain, she moved around the stage, following the others to get the set looking perfect. She would be back on Monday night to watch the production and the last thing she wanted was to be sitting in the audience annoyed at something she hadn’t done right because she’d been imagining making out with Ivy.
It was almost amusing. Here she was, back in a school and feeling like a hormonal teen again. Only this time, it might actually be forever. Maybe.
“Okay, everyone,” Robin called. It could have been five minutes later or fifty, Kit wasn’t sure. “We’re all set for the shows next week. Thank you so much for volunteering your time and energy—”
Kit tuned the rest of his speech out, moving carefully closer and closer to Ivy. While she didn’t look at her, Kit knew Ivy was aware of her approach from the way her breath sped and hitched, her eyes glazing over as she stared at Robin up on the stage. It looked great and Kit was glad she’d be back on Monday so she could actually appreciate it since everything paled in comparison to Ivy and her brain wanted to focus on nothing else.
As she stood beside Ivy, also staring up at Robin, Ivy’s hand twitched, brushing against her own and sending the most delicious shiver through her body. Her own breath sped and she prayed Robin’s speech wasn’t long, she only had so much patience left.
He wrapped things up and dismissed them all. The people around herself and Ivy moved in a blur, gathering their things, leaving the hall, and still, the pair of them stood there, staring at the stage, their breathing ragged.
“I have to get my things from my classroom,” Ivy said softly, eventually.
“Okay.” Kit turned to follow her, stopping only briefly to grab her things from the table the volunteers had deposited their coats on. It was easily done since her coat was the last one remaining. The only other person still in the hall was Robin for final checks of the stage.
Kit moved as though through a cloud as she followed Ivy to her classroom, then to her car. It was lucky that Isabelle had dropped her off with the plan already being to leave with Ivy. If Kit had driven herself, she wouldn’t have given the car a second thought as she climbed into Ivy’s passenger seat and stared out at the night sky.
A few stray snowflakes fell as they drove in charged silence.
By the time they reached Ivy’s home, a now deeply familiar little townhouse, Kit’s heart was pounding, her hands shaking, her brain screaming at her to say something, to tell Ivy she wanted to give them a shot.
They made it to the front door. As Ivy fumbled with the keys, Kit looked up.
“Mistletoe,” she said, unthinkingly.
Ivy turned to look at her. “Sorry?”
“Mistletoe.” She nodded up at the door frame where a small sprig of mistletoe had been hung.
“I didn’t put that there,” Ivy said looking back at Kit.
“And yet, here it is. Do you think we should…?”
Ivy blushed and took a deep breath. “Well, you heard what Rosie said about it being worse luck than breaking a mirror.”
Kit laughed in surprise. “I still don’t think that’s true, but best not risk it.”
They moved in towards each other. Kit felt like the whole velvet night around them was crackling with the most delicious electricity, pulling her in, making her feel alive, infinite.
When they were so close together she could feel Ivy’s breath on her lips, Ivy paused.
“Is everything okay?” Kit asked.
“Yeah. Just…” She took a steadying breath. “This is real, right? It isn’t just about the mistletoe? Tonight… us… the whole thing… it’s…”
“Real, yes. At least, it is for me, and I hope it is for you?”
Ivy nodded, a smile spreading across her face, the tears in her eyes sparkling in the light from her garland-wrapped lantern beside the front door. “It’s real.”
Kit smiled and leaned in again, all the way until she felt the barest brush of Ivy’s lips against hers. Her heart exploded when Ivy leaned the rest of the way and pressed their lips together tightly. This was nothing like the last kiss they shared under the mistletoe, this was consuming and whole and right and wonderful. It was everything Kit had always hoped kissing under mistletoe would be, everything she’d ever written it was while worrying it could never be real.
Ivy’s teeth grazed over Kit’s lip, teasing, tantalizing, drawing a moan from her. Had she been more cognizant of her surroundings, Kit might have been embarrassed to make such a noise in public. As it was, all she knew was Ivy and her lips and her hands—one gripping Kit’s waist tightly, the other weaving its way into her hair.
She pressed herself into Ivy, pushing her up against the door frame. Her hands ran down over Ivy’s hips—soft, amazing, perfect—and back up her body, over her waist, up her ribs, her thumbs very lightly brushing the curve of Ivy’s breasts through her sweater.
“Ivy…” Kit murmured against her mouth. “I want… I need… Can we…?”
Ivy hummed and Kit felt the noise in every cell in her body, making her vibrate with excitement and need.
She nipped Kit’s lip again before breaking away from the kiss, her hand slipping down to rest on Kit’s butt and sending an extra shot of excitement through her. She kept her hand there as she unlocked the door, surprisingly smoothly.
Kit was impressed. Had she been the one opening the door, she was sure she’d have dropped the keys at least three times.
Ivy led her through the front door and she got the quickest look at a tidy, cozy living room bedecked in Christmas decorations before the hand on her butt squeezed and pulled her into another kiss. As their lips met and Kit was pushed up against a wall, the desperate throbbing in her core became frantic, aching. She needed Ivy.
She pushed her hands back under Ivy’s coat and slid it down her shoulders before moving to rip her own off, dropping them both to the floor.
Ivy moaned in agreement and began walking backward towards the stairs, taking Kit with her and leading her up the stairs.
The closer they got to the bedroom, the wetter and more desperate Kit could feel herself getting. When they made it to the bottom of the bed, Kit whined at the step back Ivy took.
Ivy grinned at her like the cat who got the cream. “How do you feel about taking?”
Kit’s mind went momentarily blank of everything except the idea of Ivy inside her. “Good. Very good. Very positive. Great. Yes. Good.”
“Great. Strap?”
Kit’s eyes went wide and she nodded enthusiastically. On the way up here, all she’d known was that she wanted Ivy. All it took was two words to know she absolutely wanted Ivy fucking her with a strap-on.
Ivy smirked and walked to her bedside table. She bent down to open the bottom drawer and pulled out a harness and a soft blue dildo that seemed oddly seasonal in its way.
“I’m just going to go wash this first,” she said, leaning in to give Kit a quick kiss. “Better safe than sorry.”
Kit nodded, at a loss for anything to say at the sight of Ivy holding the gorgeous blue dildo she was going to fuck her with.
When Ivy left the room, Kit sat on the bed, her heart pounding, the seat of her pants soaked. She ran her hands over the forest green duvet. Her whole body felt electric, the soft blanket was the only thing grounding her mind, convincing her this was real.
Ivy was only gone a couple of minutes but when she returned, she’d stripped to her underwear and was wearing the strap. It was possibly the most erotic sight Kit had ever seen and she moaned without meaning to, desperate to have Ivy inside her.
As she approached Kit and the bed again, Ivy reached out a hand and pulled Kit upright. They kissed deeply before Ivy stepped back and slowly began stripping Kit’s clothes off.
When she was left in only her underwear—and cursing herself for thinking panties with holly printed on them were a good idea for today—Ivy gently pushed her back onto the bed.
She pulled herself up the mattress, never taking her eyes off Ivy and the promise of what was about to happen.
“Spread your legs for me,” Ivy said when Kit was up to the headboard. She obeyed instantly.
“You’re perfect,” Kit whispered, watching Ivy crawl up the bed between her legs.
“You too.” She reached over to the bedside cabinet again before sitting back on her heels.
Kit held her gaze as she tore the condom packet open. Every movement in her peripheral vision was like a bow over tense strings, working her higher and higher before they’d even started.
Their eyes stayed locked as Ivy rolled the condom on, moaning as the movement jostled the harness against her.
After what felt like a lifetime of wanting, Ivy finally moved towards Kit’s center, trailing her fingers up Kit’s thighs as she got herself situated. She leaned forward, reaching down to tease the tip of the strap over the seat of Kit’s panties, eliciting a loud, desperate moan from her.
“Take these off,” Ivy said, hungrily watching Kit, her eyes drinking in every movement, every twitch.
Kit swallowed, nodding eagerly again. She needed Ivy so badly and was more than willing to do whatever it took to get her.
As she dropped her panties off the side of the bed, she didn’t need telling again to spread her legs, putting them back where they’d been. Her legs brushed over the tops of Ivy’s thighs where she knelt, reaching up to remove her own bra.
Kit stared at her perfect nipples as they were exposed to the cool air of the bedroom, writhing when Ivy reached up to tease her fingers over them briefly. Kit reached under her back, pulling her own bra off, her eyes never leaving the sight of Ivy’s fingers playing with her own nipples. As her bra joined her panties off the side of the bed, Kit moved to massage her breasts, her thumbs circling her nipples.
“So perfect,” Ivy murmured, reaching to run her hands down Kit’s stomach, over her hips, to her thighs, before she took her strap in one hand, leaned forward on the other, and ran the tip over Kit again.
Already wet and aching, Kit moaned and arched up from the mattress, desperate to have Ivy inside her. “Please.”
Ivy hummed and finally inserted the very tip. As she held there, she ran her fingers over Kit’s clit in achingly slow circles, over and over until Kit was begging and pleading for Ivy to take her.
As Ivy leaned over her, her eyes boring down into Kit’s, Kit felt like the whole world might explode with how badly she needed Ivy.
They hovered there, desperate with need, for one wild moment before Ivy finally pushed all the way in.
Kit moaned and writhed, grinding her hips down, chasing the feeling of being full, the blissful, joyous perfection of it. She reached up to drag Ivy down into a kiss, a sense of being complete taking over her as their lips met, Ivy moving slow and deep inside her.
When the kiss broke, Ivy sped up a little, keeping her movements smooth, but she stayed leaned over Kit. Their noses brushed with their movements, their eyes locked only on each other. Kit’s hands caressed Ivy’s skin as they moved and breathed together, their gasps and moans coming quicker the closer they got to release.
Kit was torn between wanting to come and never wanting it to end. She could have happily stayed forever in this room, having sex with Ivy, seeing the blissed-out expression creeping onto her face.
She began saying Ivy’s name over and over as she got close, teetering at the edge.
Ivy kissed her, sweet, tender, wanting.
“Ivy…” she gasped, gripping her tighter, closer.
“Come for me, Kit.”
And she did.
A wave of sensation and emotion took over Kit’s body. Never had an orgasm felt so whole, so right. It flooded every part of her.
Ivy kept going, thrusting in and out while Kit held her, her legs hooked up over Ivy’s hips, until she was coming too. She pressed deep into Kit, moaning her name, before collapsing on top of her, both of them floaty and satiated.
“Are you okay?” Ivy asked after their breathing settled.
Kit hummed. “More than okay, thank you. You?”
“Yes. That was amazing.”
“It really was. You’re beautiful when you come.”
Ivy laughed. “You too. This harness has a built-in dildo for the user, but I think I’d have come from that even without it. You’re so perfect.”
Kit squeezed her tighter. “That’s… very hot.”
“Well, so are you.”
She laughed. “I’m glad you think so.”
“I really do.”
In her blissed-out state, Kit couldn’t think through the potential ramifications of what she wanted to say, but she needed to tell Ivy she was staying—or that she would be back very soon and permanently—so she took a deep breath and said softly, “I’ve been thinking about coming back, you know?”
Ivy tensed against her but it was unclear whether that was a bad sign or not. “Oh, yeah?” she said, obviously aiming for casual and missing it by miles.
“Yeah. I already told my family I’ve decided to come back. I don’t want to put any pressure on you, but I’ll… be around, you know?”
Ivy relaxed again and hummed contentedly. “I’m glad.”
Kit felt as though she had melted into the mattress, as though she might never be able to leave. Something deep inside her felt soothed by how perfectly content this thing between them felt and how, since she was staying, they might be able to keep doing it.
She stroked her fingers through Ivy’s hair feeling more inspired and at peace than she could ever remember being.




Thirteen
As Ivy stirred from the best sleep she’d had in a long time, she could feel the light streaming through the window. She could also feel a warm, solid, real presence beside her, telling her she hadn’t simply imagined the whole, incredible night.
She snuggled closer to Kit but startled as she sought to wrap her arm over Kit’s body and collided with a laptop instead.
“Oh,” she said, sitting upright. “Sorry.”
Kit grinned at her. It was the softest, warmest, dreamiest smile she’d ever seen on Kit’s face, maybe on anyone’s face, and it made her feel like all of her bones had turned to marshmallows.
She glanced around the room. It wasn’t dawn at all, the light she’d assumed was the morning was from Kit’s dimly-glowing laptop. A laptop Ivy didn’t even realize she’d brought with her. Maybe it was a writer thing to constantly carry a laptop with you?
“Good morning-ish. I didn’t mean to wake you,” Kit said, her voice rough and warm from lack of use. It was just another thing that shot through Ivy with joy and excitement at getting to be the person who saw her like this.
“It’s okay. What time even is it?”
“About five-thirty.”
“Are you always an early riser?”
Kit smiled apologetically. “No, sorry. I was just feeling inspired. Being back here has been great for my writing. It, uh… appears you’re great for it too.”
Ivy felt herself blushing but was determined to stay cool. “I suppose we were in bed quite early too.”
Kit snorted, looking back at her screen. “I guess that’s true. I’m… about three paragraphs from the end of the book. You could read it then if you like?”
“Are you serious?”
“Yeah. I mean, no pressure, you don’t have to. And if you do, you have to remember it has not been through any editing yet. This is the first draft, raw and unedited. There absolutely will be mistakes. But you could still read it.”
Ivy’s smile took over her whole face, her stomach feeling impossibly tingly. “I would love to.”
“Great. Just give me a few minutes and we’ll be done.”
Kit immediately turned back to her computer. She looked adorable like this. Glasses that she only wore at night perched atop her nose, her hair falling casually around her, Ivy’s blanket the only thing that appeared to be covering her body… Ivy was certain she could get used to waking up next to Kit tapping away on another book.
She settled back into the pillows, snuggling in close to Kit’s side, careful to avoid looking at the screen so she didn’t spoil the ending for herself. In the dark outside the window, she could see the snow coming in thick, fast swirls. It felt as though she and Kit were the only two people in the world.
As she lay there, feeling more at peace with the world than she could remember being, she figured she should probably tell Kit that she had figured out her pen name and had recently read her whole back catalog. Not while she was writing, that would be odd, but once she was done and before she handed her latest book over.
She hoped Kit wouldn’t mind.
When she was snuggled deep under the covers, cozy and warm again, breathing in the scent of Kit beside her, Kit hit a key with relish and let out a satisfied breath.
Ivy opened her eyes and shifted back a little to look at her.
“All done,” Kit said, excitement clear in her tone.
Ivy wondered whether she was like that after every book or just this one, but she didn’t get to ask as Kit moved her computer to the side and leaned in to press a sweet, soft kiss on Ivy’s lips. It was no less amazing than it had been last night. Ivy wondered how long it would take for her to get used to being able to kiss Kit.
When they pulled apart, and knowing she needed to buy some time, Ivy smiled. “Hot chocolate while I read?”
Kit’s eyes lit up. “Absolutely. And it’s set in February, so hot chocolate is still totally seasonal and appropriate for it.”
Once they were both in cozy sweatpants and sweatshirts, setting up in Ivy’s living room and kitchen, she decided it was time.
From where she stood at the stove, heating the milk, she looked over to Kit. She’d scooped her hair up into her signature messy bun and gotten comfy under the check blanket Ivy had out in the winter months.
While she made the hot chocolate, Ivy had sent Kit off to settle down and be ready to hand over her freshly completed manuscript. She’d turned on the twinkling fairy lights on the tree and in the window, set up the little fireplace, and was now doing some quick formatting before letting Ivy read.
All of it was perfect.
She took a deep breath. “So, I was reading Just One Wish.”
Kit barely even reacted. She continued scrolling through her document, making little changes. “Katherine Gold. Very nice. Did you like it?”
That was… not at all what Ivy had been expecting.
“Uh…” Suddenly, her mind was blank, struck with the inability to even understand the question properly.
Kit looked at her. “Everything okay?”
“Oh. Yes. Yeah. Yes. Sorry.” She looked down at the pan, stirring. “Yeah, it was good, cute.”
“Nice. I haven’t read it.” She tapped away at her laptop again.
She hasn’t? Ivy felt like she was in freefall, the floor pulled from under her, and nothing making any sense.
“She’s nice, though,” Kit continued, entirely unperturbed by the crisis she was giving Ivy.
“What? Who?”
Kit laughed. “Katherine Gold. We’re friends through Twitter. You know how the community is, pretty tight. She’s always super sweet and supportive. I own all of her books except the latest, but I accidentally left them at my mom’s the last time I was here, so I haven’t read them yet.”
Ivy was a fool. She had so massively misunderstood everything and Kit wasn’t Katherine Gold. Which meant she’d read the wrong books for the wrong reasons. They were good and she would have read them anyway, but still.
Oh, god… She’d even upped her Twitter interactions with Katherine Gold, certain it was Kit.
She was going to die. Hopefully imminently.
But then, that meant Kit was someone else. Her pen name was something else entirely. One of the other Katherines, no doubt.
Ivy was suddenly willing to postpone her demise, eager to read the book on Kit’s laptop, to know its story and title so that she’d finally be able to figure out who Kit was in the writing world. At this point, it had gone too long and too embarrassingly for her to ask outright.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Kit asked when Ivy was moving to pour their hot chocolate and still hadn’t responded.
She stirred the contents of the two red mugs—a perfect little pair sat on her kitchen counter—her heart pounding in her chest, her emotions all over the place. “Yeah, good, sorry. Here.”
She joined Kit on the couch, handing her a mug and snuggling under the blanket. The decorations, the firelight, the closeness, all of it was exactly like it had been lifted from the pages of an Ivy Winters novel. And Ivy might not know which author Kit was, but she was thankful to whoever it was writing her happy little morning with Kit, even with the pen name crisis.
Kit hummed taking a sip of her hot chocolate, her eyes slipping shut. “This is so good.”
“Thanks. It’s Italian style. Thick, creamy, decadent.” She felt herself blushing.
“It’s perfect.”
She smiled at Kit, watching as she took another sip and looked like she was melting into paradise. Her face illuminated by her laptop screen and a backdrop of the fire and twinkly fairy lights was definitely a Christmas miracle in Ivy’s mind.
“Okay,” Kit said, placing her mug on the coffee table. “Ready to read? And again, remember it’s just the first draft. If someone’s name inadvertently changes halfway through, let me know, but no laughing, okay?”
Ivy held her free hand out in surrender. “I would never.”
“Great.” Kit clicked at her computer again, before putting it to the side on the coffee table, picking up her mug, and wiggling into the couch cushions. “Just shared the file with you. Have at it.”
Ivy’s heart raced and her stomach flipped as she pulled out her phone and moved quickly to open the link Kit had sent her. She’d be excited with anyone, but she was super excited with Kit.
The document opened and it was odd to be reading a book she knew would be on sale as a document—no cover, no dedication, just chapter one right there on the first page. She felt like a kid at Christmas and they still had another week and a half to go.
Immediately, the voice of the narrator pulled her in, the premise gripping her, the meet-cute causing her to swoon. Kit was an incredible writer.
It only took her until she was halfway through the first chapter to realize all the errors she had made since meeting Kit and all the ways she would need the floor to swallow her up and murder her.
Kit’s writing read like Ivy’s favorite author. Kit’s writing gripped her in ways only Ivy Winters could. Kit’s writing was incredible and clean, even in a first draft.
Kit’s writing was Ivy Winters’.


∞∞∞
 
“Why did it take you so long to call?” Ivy demanded when Jacob answered his front door, still in his pajamas and slippers.
He raised his eyebrows. “Because you texted me at six in the morning on a Saturday and I was still in bed.”
“It was an emergency. Emergencies don’t have time limits.”
“The last time you said that you’d made cookies with too much sugar and not enough flour so forgive me if I’m a little skeptical on what constitutes an emergency for you. And please come in,” he said and Ivy could just hear the eye roll as she walked past him and into the house.
She followed sounds straight into the kitchen where Paulo was talking to their dog, Rupert, while he waited for his coffee to brew.
“Morning, Ivy,” Paulo said, shooting her an uncertain smile. “Everything okay? Coffee?”
“No. Yes.” She shook her head. “Yes, coffee, please. No, everything is not okay.”
Paulo shot a look at Jacob, who sighed and approached Ivy. He did have more years of friendship with her than Paulo.
“Sit down,” Jacob said, hands on Ivy’s shoulders to help maneuver her into one of their barstools. “What happened?”
“Everything.”
Paulo turned, placing three mugs on the counter. “Are we talking too much flour or not enough flour this time? Did you serve them to the principal and can now never enter the work holiday baking contest again?”
Ivy rolled her eyes. “That was one time. Everyone needs to move on. This is an actual emergency.” She yanked her phone from her coat pocket. “I slept with Kit.”
The pair stared at her in shocked silence for a moment before whooping and congratulating her, only stopping when she held up a hand and said, “But then this.”
They looked at her phone as she dramatically placed it on the kitchen island for the two of them to see.
“What are we looking at?” Jacob asked.
“Read it.”
They shared a look but both leaned in to start reading.
Ivy got up to pour the coffee while they read, sitting back down to nurse hers once she was done.
After a solid five minutes, they both looked up.
“What are we reading?” Jacob asked. “Did you write this? You’re good if you did.”
“Ha ha. No, I did not. I’m not surprised you don’t recognize the style, but Paulo, whose books does that read like?”
He looked back down at the phone, scanning through the pages they’d read again. “Ivy Winters, I guess. Some of the hallmarks of her writing that you never stop talking about when you make me read another one of her books.”
“Exactly.” She stared at them, waiting for them to understand.
“I still don’t get it,” Paulo said, frowning.
“Wait,” Jacob said, leaning towards her across the counter. “Did you bootleg one of her new books? Is your emergency that you read another Winters book that destroyed you emotionally?”
“Also, how is this remotely related to sleeping with Kit?”
Ivy huffed. “This is the book Kit’s been working on.”
She watched as, almost in slow motion, the things she was telling them began to make sense, the pieces fitting together. Both of their eyes went wide, confusion written across their faces. Jacob ran a hand over his head.
“Kit is Ivy Winters?” Paulo said eventually.
“Yep.”
“And you slept with her?” Jacob asked.
“Yep.”
“And then she let you read this and you realized who she was.”
“Yep.”
They both shook their heads.
“Wait. You slept with her. She was at your place,” Paulo said, scooping up shaggy little Rupert and holding him like a baby. The action seemed to be subconscious as he thought through Ivy’s predicament. “What did you do with her? You didn’t just run out, did you?”
She rolled her eyes. “Of course not. I texted Jacob to call me with an emergency because I was having an emergency. Until you called, I was just reading and telling her how great it is, without acknowledging what I’d finally figured out.”
“And then you just ran out?”
“Basically? Yeah. She was very understanding.”
“I’m sure she was,” Jacob scoffed. “I thought you’d figured out she was Katherine Gold?”
Ivy threw her hands up in the air. “I thought I had. I thought she was. I’ve even been interacting with Katherine Gold online as if she’s Kit.”
“Embarrassing.”
“You don’t say.” She pressed her face into the marble counter. “What do I do now?”
“Tell her you know?”
“She already thinks I know,” she whined. “Since I figured it out, I’ve been going through our conversations. Seems pretty clear that she thought I already knew. So many comments and gestures now make so much more sense.”
Paulo walked around the counter, Rupert still in his arms, and sat on the stool next to her. “So, what’s the problem then?”
Ivy wanted to speak but all she was now was a ball of mortified embarrassment, and those didn’t speak. Instead, she whined and wished again to be swallowed by the ground.
“The problem,” Jacob mused, “is that she’s Ivy Winters’ biggest fan, she’s been talking about lesfic with Kit with no idea, and now she’s slept with her number one favorite author, is falling hard for her, and is a fool.”
She whipped her head up. “Hey. Mean.”
“Well, you are.” He shrugged before fixing her with a glare. “You’re here because you’re willing to let your embarrassment get in the way of a great thing. I’ve seen you two together, you work. You just have to get over yourself and tell her what happened.”
Ivy thought that through, imagined her embarrassment, how Kit would feel awkward and weird around her, how they could never really be together since she was Kit’s number one fan. It would just be awful.
“I can never talk to her again,” she said, sending them both pleading looks, begging for them to understand and agree.
“You can and you will,” they both said at the same time.
“Easy for you to say. Look how much you’re on the same page.” She waved a hand at them.
“And you and Kit will be too. You just need to talk to her,” Paulo said, more gently than Jacob.
She groaned and took another sip of coffee. She couldn’t, right? Could she? It would be mortifying, but she couldn’t just ghost Kit, that would be reprehensible.
Just… maybe tomorrow? Or the next day? Or the next? Not today. She couldn’t handle it today.




Fourteen
Kit paced her mom’s living room, brushing her hand over the branches of the tree every second or third turn, stirring up the scent of pine and Christmas. Everything about the scene was Christmas—beautifully decorated tree, a pile of ever-growing gifts beneath it, garland over the fireplace… But Kit couldn’t feel any of it properly.
This close to the big day, she should be bristling with excitement, especially around Story. She loved the way her niece got so excited about Santa and the magic. Christmas was an especially special time when you were a child, but it usually was for Kit too. This year, however, she already felt like she’d woken up on Christmas morning to find nothing but a lump of coal in her stocking.
After Ivy had run out on her to go help Jacob with whatever emergency he was having at seven o’clock on a Saturday morning, she hadn’t replied to one of Kit’s messages. She’d seen them, she’d been in the document Kit had shared with her, she just wasn’t speaking to Kit.
Up until she’d caught Ivy in the document last night, Kit had wondered whether Ivy had hated the story so much she couldn’t bear to talk to her about it. After spending three hours watching Ivy make her way through it into the early hours, Kit had been forced to rethink that possibility. No teacher was staying up that late on a school night to go through a document they hated.
Kit had even avoided the first two nights of the production at Apple Grove because she felt so weird about being around someone who was ghosting her. But now, it was the final night and she couldn’t miss it.
The sound of someone clattering down the staircase reached her and she stopped in her pacing, heading out of the room to meet her overexcited niece.
“Aunt Kit,” Story giggled, launching herself from the bottom step and into Kit’s waiting arms. “Are you excited?”
Kit forced a happy expression onto her face, it wasn’t hard to do around Story. “Of course I am. Can’t wait to see you play a townsperson. Your first big acting role.”
“I’ve got lines and everything.” She puffed her chest out proudly, even though it was a little awkward to do so while Kit held her.
“I know you do.” Kit had heard her practicing them the whole time she’d been back.
“And afterward you can go talk to Ms. Stringer and she can fix whatever she did wrong. I’m sure she’s really sorry.”
Kit looked at her. She’d tried hard over the last few days to keep whatever was, or was not, going on with Ivy quiet around her family, especially around Story. She didn’t know how to explain it, didn’t even really know what had happened, and she was particularly against involving kids in adult relationship dynamics, so she had no idea how Story seemed to just know.
Thankfully, she was saved from having to reply by Isabelle coming down the stairs. This was the third night she was attending and each time she’d nailed that serious, proud, festive parent vibe.
Kit was pretty sure she was nailing the proud, festive, gay aunt vibe in her blue and green flannel shirt.
“You sure you want to get your own place when you come back?” Isabelle asked when she reached the bottom. “I could do with having you around to catch my child when she runs off down the stairs like she knows she’s not supposed to.”
Story had the decency to look guilty as she apologized. Kit tried not to giggle at the interaction.
“I’m just so excited,” Story told them both.
“This is the third night. How are you still this excited?” Isabelle asked, running her hand over Story’s curls.
“It’s closing night. Ms. Stringer says it’s special. Plus, Jordan told me that we get treats after we finish tonight. I hope it’s chocolate.”
Kit laughed. It was chocolate, but she wasn’t about to tell Story that and ruin the surprise.
She’d accompanied Ivy, Jacob, and Rosie to collect the delivery of the chocolate snowmen for each of the kids performing. Given that four schools were coming together, it had been quite the sight; boxes upon boxes of chocolate snowmen laid out in the school reception.
“Oh, Jordan said that, did they?” Isabelle asked.
As Story recounted the tale for them, Caroline joined, looking sleek in black pants and an oversized asymmetric sweater. She took one look at them all, deemed them appropriate for public, and led them out to the car as if she hadn’t been the last to arrive and had been waiting for them to present themselves.
It amused Kit and, between that and Story’s tales, she wasn’t feeling too bad on the journey. Until they pulled into the school parking lot.
They’d purposefully gotten there early to get a good spot. Isabelle knew the battle for parking at Apple Grove and insisted they arrive on time, which was an hour early.
As Kit climbed out of the car, her racing heart and clenched stomach were at least slightly soothed by the other early bird families climbing out of their cars, several of whom waved or stopped to chat with Isabelle. Kit assumed they must run into each other a lot at events like this. Sit in a mostly empty hall together enough times and you were bound to become friends.
They walked into reception, hit with a wall of warmth, lights, and festive music. A member of staff stood by the door, waiting to greet them. They handed the adults programs and directed Story down the hall to where she was going to be getting ready. She skipped off happily, telling the three of them to wave at her when she was on stage.
And then Kit was without her best distraction.
Considering she’d only been inside the halls for a few nights of prop decorating, it felt oddly familiar. It felt like Ivy and that scared Kit. Around every corner, there could be Ivy, and she’d made it abundantly clear she wasn’t speaking to Kit anymore.
She wanted to figure things out between them, but most of all, she wanted to know what she’d done. The only thing had been the book. Ivy had seemed perfectly comfortable with Kit’s job and writing persona before that. She’d made no secret of the fact she was a fan, but it had never been weird. It hadn’t even occurred to Kit that handing her the next Ivy Winters book might be a mistake. There must have been something at play she didn’t know about.
Her mom led them to the hall, chatting with Isabelle, while Kit kept her head down. It wasn’t the most mature response she’d ever had, but it would have to do, seeing Ivy would just be too much for her to bear, and Kit knew she was here somewhere.
Isabelle tested a few seats before selecting the best ones for them, but Kit couldn’t look up at the stage yet. She knew there were members of staff moving around it so she buried her head in her program, offering short responses when her mom or Isabelle spoke to her directly. She had no idea what they were talking about, waiting desperately for the time to pass until the show started and she had something to look at other than the program and her lap.
About half an hour into her avoidant lap gazing, she realized that she’d always thought she’d be more mature in a situation like this. It now seemed inevitable that she wasn’t, but even wishing she were couldn’t force her to lift her head.
Eventually, the seats were filled, the lights dimmed, and the chatter hushed. Robin came out to welcome everyone to Apple Grove Elementary School. He told the crowd the last two nights had been a hit and that he and the kids were all thrilled everyone could be there to join them, and Kit’s heart slowed a little, her excitement at seeing Story perform taking over at last.
She settled in, feeling safe in the relative darkness and the large crowd. Isabelle had chosen wonderful seats for them.
The first three performances went well. The stage looked great—Kit was happy to see her distraction on Friday night hadn’t wrecked anything. And, by the time Story’s group came out, Kit was feeling almost normal.
She watched in awe as Story moved across the stage, a natural performer, even as she graced her family with an exuberant wave that got a giggle from the audience. It was clear the kids had been told not to wave at their families but Story wasn’t the only one to do so. Nobody seemed to mind.
Story spoke her lines confidently and with gusto, and Kit was once again struck by how much she’d been missing. Her heart ached, soothed only by the knowledge that she would be closer and missing far less soon enough.
When the performance was over, Kit joined Isabelle and their mom in a standing ovation—along with the families of several other performers—and watched Story happily skip off the stage. Her conflict—if she could even call it that—with Ivy was almost a distant memory at that moment, right until Story ran straight into her.
As if feeling the way Kit’s stomach dropped out of her body, while adrenaline spiked up from the floor, Ivy looked straight up from Story and into Kit’s eyes. She didn’t look surprised to see Kit staring back at her, but her color drained.
Their eyes held as Ivy helped filter the students off the stage and, by the time they were done, she looked ghostly pale, while Kit could tell her own face was bright red.
Kit felt disappointed when Ivy turned and disappeared from view. She knew it was a ridiculous thing to feel—they were in the middle of a school production, Ivy was hardly going to step out from the wings and explain what happened. And maybe she didn’t even owe Kit that. They hadn’t known each other for that long, but going from seeing each other every day and constantly texting and talking to four and a half days of nothing hurt.
More than it probably should.
She felt like she was going through a breakup. And maybe she was. She had friends who’d done the whole fast, intense, volatile thing. It had never really been Kit, but she supposed something wasn’t you until it was. And with Ivy it was. Kit just wished she knew why it had burned out so quickly when they’d been so good on Saturday morning.
She sat back down, resolving to deal with all of that later, alone, accompanied only by hot chocolate and a stack of far too many cookies. Even if this was a breakup, she wasn’t going to let it ruin Story’s big night.
For the rest of the evening, Kit worked hard to keep her mind on the performances, avoided looking into the wings again, and tried to box Ivy up in a little place in her mind she didn’t have access to. It didn’t work, but she was trying and that was what mattered. Afterward, she was able to chat with her mom and Isabelle as if nothing had happened, at least outwardly.
Inside, she was tensely holding herself together, just trying to make it through to her bedroom with her potentially ill-advised cookie stash.
Her mom and Isabelle were chattering away as they walked out of the hall to wait for Story in the foyer. Kit paid attention this time, walking with them, rather than behind them, at least until someone grabbed her wrist and bodily yanked her into a less populated hallway.
“Jesus,” she yelped.
“Were you not paying attention?” Jacob asked, his fingers still wrapped around her wrist. “This wasn’t a nativity, Jesus never even came up.”
Kit gaped at him, attempting to make sense of what he was saying, what was going on, what he wanted.
After several moments of her mouth opening and closing, all she managed to croak out was, “What?”
He rolled his eyes. “Nothing. Doesn’t matter. We have more important things happening right now.”
Panic shot through Kit’s heart. “Is it Story? Is she okay?” She looked around in panic, hoping to see her niece.
“What? No, yeah, she’s fine. This isn’t about her.” He shook his head in a way that implied she was ridiculous and that made her hope he didn’t do that around students. “You need to do something about Ivy.”
Kit went from terrified to wary in a flash that left her feeling unsettled. She stared at him. “Do something why?”
He rolled his eyes and began walking her down the hallway. “Because she’s embarrassed she’s a fool, but she’s also breaking her own heart like this. And the way you were avoiding looking at anyone before the show implies you’re feeling similarly.”
Kit’s heart ached at the possibility that Ivy was sad after ghosting her, but what possible reason could she have to just disappear without explanation?
She walked with Jacob, wondering whether she should simply break free of his grasp and leave Ivy to it for the rest of time. Sure, things would be awkward between them if they ran into each other around town and when Kit was dropping Story off at school, but come September, Story would have a new teacher and they could be out of each other’s lives forever.
However, she couldn’t quite quash the need to know what happened…
She stopped, jerking Jacob to a halt with her. “What’s she embarrassed about? Why is she ghosting me?”
He chuckled but shook his head. “No way, I’m not ruining that moment. She needs to tell you herself.”
“It’s not a game, Jacob,” she replied, frowning.
With some apparent effort, he rearranged his face into a more serious expression. “I know, sorry. But really… just wait until you find out. I’m sure you’ll laugh about it. She’s ridiculous.”
Kit was no less confused than she had been at the start of this kidnapping but was intrigued. She couldn’t think of a single amusing reason for Ivy to just cut her off, but Jacob seemed pretty convinced. Perhaps there was something that hadn’t occurred to her that could make this whole thing better.
He started walking again.
“Where are you taking me?” she asked, looking around the school.
“Ivy’s classroom. You two need to talk and what better place?”
She could think of a million better places to have this conversation than in an elementary school—contrary to seeming popular belief, the pair of them were not children—but she didn’t mention that to Jacob.
He came to a stop outside a classroom Kit didn’t need him to tell her was Ivy’s, but he did anyway.
She rolled her eyes. “I know that, thank you.”
“Ready?” he asked, looking between her and the door.
Kit shrugged. She wasn’t sure either way, but she was here now, what difference did it make?
“Great. Good luck. Don’t let her leave until she explains.” He yanked the door open roughly, tugged and pushed Kit through it, and slammed it shut behind her. Kit wouldn’t have been surprised if he decided to stand guard outside.
Ivy was putting things in her bag but turned upon hearing the noise of Kit being catapulted into her classroom. When she registered who it was, her eyes went wide and she looked, Kit thought, terrified. She wished she knew what she’d done to scare Ivy so badly.
“Hi,” she whispered, unsure what else to do in front of this Ivy.
“Hello,” Ivy replied, her voice sounding hollow, lacking its usual life. “How can I help you?”
Kit laughed. She hadn’t meant to, it just happened. The whole situation was ludicrous and now Ivy was acting as if Kit were a customer who’d never met her.
Ivy winced, clearly registering the ridiculousness of her question and her detached tone when the pair of them had been having sex a few days ago.
“Sorry,” she said, looking anywhere but at Kit.
“It’s okay. I didn’t mean to laugh, sorry, it’s just…” Kit didn’t have the words to describe what it was. She didn't even really understand what was going on. She needed Ivy to explain it to her.
Ivy took a deep breath, zipped her bag, and lay it flat on the desk before looking up at Kit. “I suppose you’re here to ask what happened?”
“I don’t know. I wasn’t actually planning on coming, but Jacob accosted me in the hallway.”
She rolled her eyes. “Of course he did.”
Kit watched her. It was the first spark of life—of Ivy—she’d seen since entering the room. All it did was hammer home how much Kit had been missing her the last few days.
It was then that she knew she would never be able to just walk away. She’d wondered whether she could just leave the room, call it quits on whatever they had going on, and get over Ivy. But seeing the real Ivy, the one who’d gotten under her skin from the minute she’d watched her walk straight into Jacob and send pizza everywhere, wasn’t going to let that happen. She had to know.
“Would you tell me?” she asked, after a deep breath. “What happened on Saturday?”
Ivy flushed violently and immediately. “I… You… You’re… well, you…”
Well, that really clears things up, Kit thought. In any other circumstances, she might have said it out loud, but it was not the time. “I’m…?”
Ivy fidgeted with the edges of the houndstooth scarf she had wrapped loosely around her neck. Kit tried hard not to think about pulling her in with it for a kiss.
The longer they stayed in the quiet room, the louder it became, until it felt like all the unsaid things between them were a living, breathing presence, coiling itself around them both and filling the room.
“You’re Ivy Winters,” Ivy eventually said.
That was not at all what Kit had been expecting. Ivy had been fine about it the whole time. The last thing she’d expected was for that to come up.
She shot Ivy a puzzled look. “I am, yeah…?”
Ivy sucked in a breath as though she hadn’t been sure until that very moment and Kit was even more confused.
“Isabelle told you, right? So what difference does it make?” she asked, watching Ivy carefully.
“No. I didn’t know.”
“Oh.” It hung in midair between them, illogical, confusing, and Kit wasn’t sure what to do with it. “What?”
“I didn’t know.” Ivy looked down at the floor.
“How could you not know? We talked about it, about my books, you being a fan. I thought we were on the same page?”
“No, I…” She squirmed on the spot, seemingly too uncomfortable to stand still. “I thought you were Katherine Gold, actually, after seeing all the books at your mom’s. It never occurred to me that you might be Winters.”
Kit searched through their conversations, attempting to make things make sense. Now that she thought about it, she supposed she never had said it specifically. And neither had Ivy. She’d talked about the books, about being a fan, but she hadn’t referred to Kit and Winters as one person…
“Wait,” Kit said, “You were so embarrassed about me catching you listening to my audiobook. Why? I thought it was because it was mine and you knew.”
Ivy looked like she wanted thunder to strike from the sky and smite her. “Oh, no. I was generally embarrassed about you seeing how into your genre I am. Specifically embarrassed about you catching me listening to another author. Though I do think knowing it was yours is more embarrassing.”
Kit’s mind whirled in over time, putting together the pieces of her time with Ivy, the last five days, all of it. “So… Saturday…?”
Ivy glanced at her in mortification before looking away again. “I… figured it out. There’s only one you. Your writing… it was so obviously Ivy Winters. And then I realized it had been you all along. I’d been wrong about everything. Even borderline flirted with Katherine Gold on Twitter, thinking she was you.”
Kit suppressed a giggle as Ivy groaned and buried her face in her hands.
“If it helps,” Kit said, “Katherine’s lovely. I’m sure she’d understand.”
Her head whipped up instantly. “You can’t tell her. I would die.”
“So you’re just going to pop in for a few days, flirt on main, then disappear again, leaving her heartbroken?” Kit smirked just a little. She’d missed this back and forth more than she’d been willing to let in.
“Kit,” Ivy whined, and hearing her say Kit’s name again warmed Kit's heart. “She doesn’t care. It’s fine. It was just a… temporary lapse in judgment.”
“I minded.”
Ivy looked at her. “Minded what?”
“When you disappeared from my life.” Kit took slow, measured steps towards her, watching the way Ivy’s eyes widened.
“Did you?” she whispered, her voice more desperate than Kit would guess she’d want.
“Of course I did. We have the perfect week, amazing sex, a glorious morning together, and then you’re just gone? How else was I supposed to feel?”
Ivy’s lips parted, her breaths coming quicker the closer Kit got. “Like you could move on with someone better? You’re Ivy Winters, best-selling lesfic author, and I’m some random fan who didn’t even know who you were.”
Kit laughed. “I usually like it better that way, but you figured it out eventually and I don’t mind. I’d have told you if I hadn’t thought you already knew. And I am Ivy Winters, but I’m also Kit Gunderson, and I happen to think Ivy Stringer and Kit Gunderson go together pretty well.”
A small smile worked its way onto Ivy’s face. “I think so too,” she whispered. “Might be a good thing your name isn’t actually Ivy. Being Ivy squared might have been awkward.”
Every cell in Kit’s body seemed to relax, intensely relieved, before buzzing with excitement. She wrapped her arms around Ivy’s waist, pulling her in a little. “You trying to tell me you didn’t pick up my books because you have the same name?”
Ivy buried her face in Kit’s shoulder, groaning again. “That… might have been the reason I picked up the first one. But the rest were just because you’re amazing.”
Kit laughed and coaxed Ivy’s face back up, a finger under her chin. She went willingly.
They watched each other, each smiling widely, and Kit was certain she’d never seen anything more beautiful.
“Kind of a shame there’s no mistletoe this time, huh?” she laughed, causing Ivy to flush and hesitate. “What is it?”
“Er. Look up,” Ivy replied, voice small.
Kit frowned but looked up.
Sure enough, hanging from the ceiling above them, in the midst of a whole display of hanging holiday icons, was a cardboard sprig of mistletoe.
“You have got to be kidding me,” she laughed, looking back at Ivy.
“I am not. Story is responsible for that one. I asked the kids for symbols from their holidays and, of course, that’s the one she named.”
“You’re shitting me.”
Ivy laughed. “Language, Ms. Gunderson. This is a school.”
“English, Ms. Stringer.” She smirked.
Ivy’s expression dropped. “Hilarious.”
“It’s fine. There are no kids around.”
“You hope.”
Kit leaned in so their foreheads pressed together. “I absolutely do hope, but don’t worry, I’ll take you home before anything gets too frisky.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Ivy giggled, moving to press their lips together. And again, there it was, that sense of rightness, connection, of everything being where it should be.
Kit was home in Beaumont and she was home with Ivy, and she was so excited to start living her life again.




Epilogue
“Okay, time’s up,” Isabelle called with glee. “Give my child back, please.”
Kit cuddled three-month-old Fable closer to her chest. “Don’t abandon me with these people, Fable. You don’t understand what they want from me.”
She looked up at her aunt, her tiny face barely visible in her snowsuit, making no effort to rescue Kit from her fate.
“I’ll take this little one,” Jacob said, scooping Fable from Kit’s arms.
“Traitor,” Kit shot at him.
He laughed. “You said you wanted to do this.”
“I know,” she sighed.
Story jumped through the snow to reach Kit, looking like some kind of Christmas kangaroo. “You can’t back out now, Aunt Kit, it’s your Christmas present to me.”
“Yeah, Aunt Kit,” Ivy said, walking towards them, a massive grin on her face. “You promised.”
Kit’s eyes caught on the houndstooth scarf wrapped tight around her neck, peeking out of her parka. Memories flooded through Kit from a year ago—their kiss in Ivy’s classroom, their… everything in Ivy’s home after that. They’d spent a lot of time reminiscing lately, celebrating their first anniversaries, thinking about how foolish they’d been a year ago, trying to fight what was between them.
But none of that stopped Kit from being terrified. Not even when Ivy pulled her in and placed a quick kiss on her lips. Even a year later, the feelings that shot through her when they kissed were overwhelming. She’d never been in love like this before, and she was so glad it was with Ivy.
Kit looked back at Story when she and Ivy parted. “You sure I can’t get you to forget this part given all of the astronaut stuff we got you? You know we could just go back home and play?”
Ivy giggled and Kit shot her a look. They both knew she was doing this for Ivy and there was no way Story was going to agree either way.
“Nope,” Story said, crossing her arms. “You promised and we’re not leaving until you do.”
Kit groaned as Story spotted Rosie arriving and ran off yelling about how Kit was trying to get away by bribing her with toys.
Ivy looked at her. “You know you don’t have to do this if you don’t want, my love? We can go back to your mom’s, have dinner with everyone, it’s totally fine. You don’t have anything to prove.”
“We have a stubborn little cat at home who will know if one of his moms let him down,” Kit said, hiding her face in Ivy’s scarf.
“Mistletoe isn’t going to care whether you can ski or not. All he wants is food and cuddles.” She wrapped her arms tightly around Kit, who took a deep, slow breath.
Kit stepped back. “Okay. Let’s do this. But… the next time I tell you I want to prove to everyone I can do something, don’t let me pick Christmas Day with our nearest and dearest before Mom gets to go all hostess and feed us a month’s worth of food.”
Ivy watched her, clearly amused. “Of course, dear.”
“And when we get back, I want one of your fancy hot chocolates with all the sauce and sprinkles and things.”
She laughed. “Of course, dear.”
She nodded and took Ivy’s hand leading her over to where the others had gathered with Kit’s skis. Rosie was commenting on the fact that she couldn’t even believe the ski park was open on Christmas Day and, honestly, neither could Kit. When she’d dedicated her latest book to Ivy—an adorable Christmas romance that drew heavily on their own love story—she had promised to ski for her for Christmas. She’d meant privately and on literally any other day, but then the owners of the ski park Ivy had brought her to a year ago had announced four hours of opening time on Christmas Day because their family simply loved to ski that much, and the rest, as they say, was history.
Isabelle handed her the skis, far, far too gleeful. Kit was tempted to grab Fable from Jacob and distract Isabelle with her child, but she knew better than to try to pry her from Jacob and Paulo.
Since moving back to Beaumont, Kit had found everything she’d been looking for a year ago and more. She had Ivy and they had Kit’s family and Ivy’s friends and they’d made themselves a perfect life filled with love and friendship and family.
If only Kit wasn’t about to ski and probably die, she’d have had it all.
Caroline looked at her eldest daughter with a measured expression. “You don’t have to do this, you know?”
Ivy rubbed Kit’s back soothingly as Kit said, “I know, but I want to. Enough people have told me I’m a terrible Beaumontian and I’ve been back for a year now. Time for initiation.”
Kit had been learning, of course, and had spent a lot of time falling, but this was the first time she was doing a run alone, and that was terrifying, but there was no more putting it off now.
The whole way up the gentle slope, she was thinking about the little gathering waiting for her at the bottom, ready to cheer her on or laugh. If she fell down and messed up the easiest slope they had, she was fairly certain Isabelle, Jacob, and Paulo would never let her live it down. She’d also be forever mocked by Story, who could ski circles around her despite only being six.
Kit had spent a lot of time lately rationalizing kids skiing circles around her with the knowledge that they were closer to the ground and had poorly developed senses of survival. As an adult, Kit had a very sensible fear of death. And broken bones, which were probably more likely than death, but that was irrelevant.
At the top, she took a deep breath, looked down the slope for Ivy, and, despite all of the fears screaming in the back of her head, pushed off.
The slope had the smallest of inclines, so she wasn’t whipping downhill too quickly, but it was still mildly terrifying and slightly exhilarating to be dashing downhill like that, gliding over the smooth, packed snow, moving her body to keep her motion smooth and safe.
A year ago, she’d never have guessed she might come to like skiing, but here she was. Then again, a year ago, she had no idea how good life could be or how much it could change in just twelve months.
As she approached the end of the run, her heart pounded painfully in her chest, hoping she could stick the landing. Beforehand, she’d been worrying about slipping as she set off and rolling down the hill, gradually picking up more and more snow until she became a giant, human snowball, unable to be stopped by mere humans. Now, she realized she should have been more concerned about the ending, where she’d be right in front of them all, and could ruin a cool run with a disastrous flop.
She held her breath, remembered everything her instructor and Ivy had told her, and came to a smooth, almost perfect stop.
Ivy was the first one to break, throwing her hands up in the air, cheering, as she ran at Kit, who erupted into uncontrollable laughter once it registered that she’d done it. She’d finally skied alone and hadn’t fallen. She’d kept her promise to Ivy, and Story.
While Ivy reached her first, pulling her into a tight hug, kissing her, and telling her how proud she was, the others weren’t far behind. They cheered and clapped and made Kit feel like she’d just won the Winter Olympics, rather than what she had done—skied the green slope. But she’d take it. She loved the people gathered here, appreciated their cheers, and she kind of felt as though she had won the Olympics, honestly.
Isabelle came at her, laughing about Kit’s face when she’d been at the top of the slope but insisting that she’d known she could do it. A fact validated when she reached into her pocket and pulled out a scarlet sash with snow-white lettering declaring Kit an official Beaumontian.
After a moment of hugs and congratulations, Caroline declared they could now all head back to the house for a delicious Christmas dinner and more gifts.
The group followed her out towards the parking lot, but Kit took Ivy’s hand and stopped her.
Ivy smiled blissfully at her. “You doing okay?”
“Top of the world.” She pulled Ivy close and breathed her in. “I promised myself that once I reached the bottom I would ask you to move in with me. My lease is about to end and we spend every night together, and we have a cat, and… I just want to live in the same house as you. You know, if you want.”
The moment where Ivy looked at her without responding seemed to last an eternity and Kit was suddenly way more nervous than she’d expected to be. They’d basically been living together for a year already, each of their homes was filled with half of their things, but there was still something about the moment between asking and getting a response.
“Of course,” Ivy giggled. “Mistletoe will be so happy to have his two moms under one roof. I was going to ask you the same thing later, I just thought you might want that hot chocolate first.”
“You first, chocolate later.”
“Wow. That really is true love.”
“Absolutely.” Kit reached into her pocket, elated and excited. “I got you something else too.”
Ivy watched her curiously as she pulled from her pocket the cardboard mistletoe from Ivy’s classroom a year ago. After their moment under it, Kit had become too sentimental to let it go and had asked Jacob to sneak it out for her.
She held it over their heads, watching Ivy intently. “I love you, Ivy Stringer.”
Ivy smiled that beautiful smile Kit could never get enough of, somehow even more beautiful set against a snowy wonderland, a few soft flakes drifting from the sky around them.
“I love you too, Kit Gunderson.”
They kissed and the whole world around them disappeared, Kit knowing nothing but Ivy’s soft lips and gentle sighs, and everything felt perfect.
They pulled apart and Kit smirked at her. “I’m really glad you picked up my books because you were secretly hoping to be Ivy squared.”
Ivy gasped comically. “Rude. But, hey, it worked, didn’t it?”
“Evidently, it did. By way of a little flirting with poor Katherine Gold.”
“We do not speak of that.”
Kit laughed and it didn’t take long for Ivy to join in before pulling her towards their car.
“Come on,” Ivy said. “Home.”
Kit looked at her, smiling softly and feeling warm despite the cold air. “Home, indeed.”
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